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Abstract 
This study explores how five Ladina women make meaning of their lived realities of 
faith, oppression and service in a patriarchal evangelical culture. Ladinas, as a subset of 
Guatemalan women, exist within a unique intersection of privilege and oppression. Their mixed 
Spanish and indigenous ancestry has historically elevated them above indigenous people in the 
social hierarchy of Guatemala, yet their gender places them in a position of subservience, 
oppression and vulnerable to pervasive violence. 
The five research participants were selected for meeting research criteria that recognized 
shared challenges and their ability to succeed and thrive as leaders in their communities. The 
women in this study experienced many forms of violence and discrimination, yet they all became 
advocates for other marginalized groups. Del Valle’s (2006) Category of Tension framework is 
used to understand the creative energy caused by opposing forces that lead to change. The 
strongest influence on the success of the women was their Christian faith, a finding that served as 
an underlying current in understanding the phenomenon of resiliency and its implications. The 
faith of participants served as a guidepost as they navigated the dissonance and tensions within 
their lived realities. 
Keywords:  Ladina, Feminicide, Femicide,  Guatemala, Violence, Tensions 
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Living the Tensions: Ladina Women Make Sense of Their Lived Realities of Faith, Service and 
Oppression in a Patriarchal Evangelical Culture 
 
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
Ladina is a term used to denote a particular group of women in the Central American 
country of Guatemala; the male equivalent term in Spanish is Ladino. The commonly used term 
indicates a intersection of characteristics and identities like gender, class, ethnicity, race, politics 
and geographic location, and this distinction could be loosely synonymous with the middle class 
(Rodas Nuñez, 2006; Little Siebold, 2001). Ladina women often experience a less visible and 
less explicit form of violence than that experienced by indigenous Guatemalan women, hence 
making their experience of violence discounted or overlooked (Dominguez and Menjivar, 2014; 
Menjivar, 2011). Despite the violence Ladina and other similarly placed Central American 
women experience, many have persevered, attained higher education and succeeded as leaders 
(Prensa Libre, 2017). I am interested in the factors that enable Ladinas to thrive despite lived 
experiences of violence, oppression, patriarchy and marginalization.  
To identify and analyze these factors, I look at the historical context that gave rise to 
Ladina women, especially as it relates to the violence they encounter in their lives, and discuss 
the significance of this issue within the persistent realities of Ladinas’ common lived 
experiences. I examine literature that focuses on violence, creative tension and intersectionality 
regarding women, Latin American women, and Ladina women. Theoretical frameworks 
regarding these themes shape my analysis and innovative approaches that will advance further 
study of Ladinas’ realities and the resilience they employ to succeed and thrive as leaders in their 
communities, despite adversity.  
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Historical Context 
Guatemala is a country of contrasts and contradictions. Its rich culture and diversity 
allows its inhabitants to live in a multiethnic, pluricultural and multilingual nation (Comisión de 
Esclarecimiento Histórico [CEH], 1999). Guatemalan indigenous groups significantly outweigh 
others, making the country’s ethnic makeup unique in the region. This cultural and ethnic fabric 
stems from ancient Mayan and colonial Spanish influence (Caballero Mariscal, 2012; Matthews, 
2012; Woodward, 2008). The mixture of Spanish and Maya blood birthed the Ladina identity 
(Little-Siebold, 2001). Since its inception, the Ladina identity has been inferred, but not 
measured or studied significantly until the mid-twentieth century. Even today, definitions vary 
(Rodas Nuñez, 2006). In order to define how Ladina women make sense of their lived realities, 
then, it becomes important to look back at the historical context that shaped their foundation.  
According to Guatemala’s National Statistics Institute (INE), the total population of 
Guatemala in 2014 was estimated at 14,373,472, with 38% of the population being indigenous. 
Among the indigenous population, the average rate of poverty is 73%, with 22% living in 
extreme poverty (United States Central Intelligence Agency [CIA], 2014). Due to the fertile soil 
in the lowlands, sugar cane, bananas and coffee are among the nation’s primary production 
investments and exports, largely controlled and operated by latifundium and foreign corporations 
(Grandin, 2000).  
Before obtaining its independence from Spain, Guatemala as a nation did not exist as it is 
known today. The Maya civilization flourished in what is now Guatemala and surrounding 
regions during the first millennium A.D. After almost three centuries as a Spanish colony, 
Guatemala won its independence in 1821 (Grandin, 2000). After gaining its independence from 
the Spanish Crown, similar to other countries in Latin America, the country struggled to establish 
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an identity as an independent nation. Saldaña Zorrilla (2009) notes that the tension between 
colonial practices and indigenous ideas of progress and equality is common throughout Latin 
America. Conflicts between liberals and conservatives dominated post-independent national 
Guatemalan politics. Liberals comprised the urban middle class and advocated for progressive 
policies while the colonial merchants and government aristocracy represented conservative views 
and policies (Grandin, 2000).   
Through most of the twentieth century, Guatemala experienced a sequence of political, 
social and economic upheavals as a succession of male leaders with varying ideologies and 
international connections attempted to rule the country. While some leaders were more 
outspoken about their patriarchal beliefs, each president or dictator modeled and enforced male-
centered policies that resulted in the women of Guatemala being set more firmly into a place of 
subordination by the end of the century (Foster, 1999). Domestic and institutional violence 
against women became commonplace in both rural and urban areas, regardless of who was in 
power. 
The political climate of the twentieth century is characterized by three distinct shifts that 
began after World War I. The first occurred with the ascension of dictator Jorge Ubico in 1931. 
Under Ubico’s regime, Guatemala allied itself with the United Fruit Company (UFCO) and with 
German coffee interests. These alliances prioritized and protected elites while silencing leftists 
and labor unions. The military terminated Ubico’s rule in 1944, months before the official end of 
World War II. 
Guatemala’s second shift began immediately after Ubico’s termination and is known as 
the “10 Years of Spring” (Grandin, 2000). Democratic reforms and political freedom of speech 
characterized this time period, which especially benefitted workers and their unions (McAllister 
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and Nelson, 2013; Woodward 2008). The 1951 election of Jacobo Arvenz Guzmán further 
secured democratic freedoms enjoyed by a wide range of Guatemalans. His election shifted the 
leftist revolution even further by amplifying his strong rhetoric against the UFCO and in favor of 
land reforms. Arvenz allowed the communist party to openly establish relationships with Marxist 
labor unions and his agrarian reform in 1952 laid a foundation for programs to expropriate large 
land holdings, aimed specifically at the UFCO. Soon after, due to the intimate ties between the 
UFCO and the United States (US), the US launched a successful diplomatic offensive against 
Arvenz, leading to the overthrow of his administration in 1954. Arvenz’s rule was replaced by a 
series of repressive military governments. This third shift in Guatemala’s political climate 
culminated in an armed conflict between the government and leftist guerrillas, now known as the 
Guatemalan Civil War, which lasted from 1960 to 1996 (Woodward, 2008). Widely recognized 
as a genocide, the war was particularly devastating to indigenous communities, 350 of which 
ceased to exist by the end of the conflict. The war resulted in more than 100,000 dead, and the 
disappearance of an additional 50,000 who had direct ties to government, police, and the 
military. Mass graves are still being unearthed and countless human rights violations continue to 
go unpunished (Grandin, 2000; Ogrodnik & Borzutzky, 2011).   
The Guatemala of today is a result of hundreds of years of colonization, followed by 
economic exploitation by international interests and civil war. It is a society currently dealing 
with the aftermath of four decades of state terror (CEH, 1999), which remains embedded in the 
social fabric of the nation. Since indigenous communities, women, and opposition parties were 
especially targeted, they bear the brunt of the historical trauma. Political insecurity, high rates of 
violence, persistent impunity, and an inability to address post-conflict tension represent only 
some of the difficulty this nation currently faces (Grandin, 2000; Menjivar 2011; Torres, 2008).  
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The normalization of violence is especially difficult for Ladina women, as “although the 
revolution brought wider possibilities for prosecuting the powerful and greater likelihood of 
conviction in general, the incidence of rape and the particularities of its commission remained 
unchanged” (Foster, 1999, p. 58). Furthermore, “the [historical] culmination of a long history of 
abuse, exploitation, and repression, brought about by the legacy of Spanish colonialism, US 
foreign policy, and recent neo-liberal economic reforms,” (Menjivar, 2011, p. 3) further 
complicates the extreme levels of inequality that persist. Since the signing of Peace Accords in 
1996, police data show a continuous increase in rates of violence against women (Piete, 2015). 
Feminicide and rape increasingly victimize women as gang culture grows out of postwar chaos 
(Bellino, 2009; Sanford, 2008).  
While racialized patriarchal oppression and violence against women are rooted in pre-
colonial and colonial times, the lengthy Guatemalan Civil War provides crucial context to 
understanding today’s Ladina identity. War affects individual and collective identity on a 
fundamental level, increasingly so as the conflict continues over a long period of time. The 
Guatemalan Civil War, then, established patriarchal perceptions of manhood and womanhood in 
the consciousness of an entire generation, irrevocably intertwining this aspect of identity with 
historically significant discourses related to national identity (Gotfredsen, 2008). 
Significance of the Problem 
Globally, violence against women (VAW) has a long history that continues today (World 
Health Organization, 2017). According to the United Nations Report in 2013, one in three (35 
percent) women in the world have experienced one or more forms of violence. This extends 
beyond traditional physical definitions of violence to include the daily structural violence to 
which women are accustomed (Menjivar, 2011): discrimination, verbal threats, insults, sexual 
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violence, and incest (Mulaso & Bookey, 2008). Menjivar (2008) poignantly states that violence 
is not a singular act, but a process embedded in the everyday lives of those who experience 
it.  Structural and symbolic violence fuse and translate into everyday violence, expressed in 
segregation, social inequalities, lack of access to material goods, and interpersonal conflicts that 
the socially vulnerable inflict mainly on themselves, their kin, their friends, and their neighbors 
(Menjivar, 2008; Ogrodnik & Borzutzky, 2011; Torres Rivas, 1998). 
Still, extreme types of VAW in Latin American countries continue to be a pervasive 
problem (Fregoso & Bejarano. 2010; Lagarde, 2006; López, Bastos, & Camus, 2009; López, 
García, & Mariano 2013; Menjivar, 2011; Metz, Mariano, & López, 2010). A host of factors 
contribute to this lived reality for women, principally the fact that perpetrators rarely face trial 
(Human Rights Watch, 2014). Lagarde (2006) makes a clear distinction between feminicide and 
femicide. Legarde (2006) defines the former as, “crimes of hatred against women because they 
are women” (p. 182). This extreme form of gender violence is comprised of a wide variety of 
violent acts against women that violate their human rights, attack their safety, and endanger their 
lives. Femicides, on the other hand, refer more simply to the murder of women, placing a fine 
point on women murdered under the larger umbrella of homicide. By drawing this distinction, 
feminicide can be understood as “violations of women’s rights” and therefore as “crimes against 
humanity” (Fregoso & Bejarano, 2010, p. xv).  In addition, Lagarde (2006) highlighted the 
importance of analyzing feminicide through a feminist approach. This allows for a clearer link 
between physical acts of violence and everyday “forms of harassment, abuse, violence that shape 
women’s existence” (p. 23).  Feminicide is pervasive enough that many organizations, including 
the Central America Women’s Network, have legally and politically recognized femicidio as a 
public health issue (Central America Women’s Network [CAWN], 2008; Ikonen, 2006; Lagarde, 
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2006). Guatemala ranks among the highest in Latin America for VAW due to the embedded 
historical, structural, and cultural factors previously addressed in this review (Camus, Bastos, 
and Lopez, 2015; Mariano, 2009). While officials blame crime and gang violence, “a culture of 
impunity and gender discrimination, other contributing factors such as unemployment, a lack of 
educational opportunities and pervasive poverty” contribute to the multifaceted and widespread 
violence (Ogrodnik & Borzutzky, 2011, p.60).   
Specifically, this review addresses how the aforementioned violence affects women 
known as Ladinas. The term Ladino[a] is used to define several terms that denote class, income 
distinction, color, and history (González Ponciano, 2013; Nelson, 1998; Rodas Nuñez, 2006). 
The Guatemalan Ladina identity, while often generally referenced in the literature, is dificult to 
define. In simplest terms that reflect the history of Guatemala and this subset of its population, 
Ladinas are identified as having a mixture of ethnic European and Mayan heritage (Woodward, 
2008). In a slight expansion of this most basic label, others define Ladinas as a social-cultural 
group characterized by the Spanish language mixed with customs that historically belong to the 
Spanish or the Maya (Fuentes, 1994). Scholars have difficulty forming a consensus about the 
Ladina identity because the characteristics have changed throughout the course of history to suit 
different socio-political climates (Menjivar, 2003). The lack of a widespread definition of Ladina 
identity leads to gaps in the research that result in making Ladinas “the most forgotten group in 
Guatemalan history and anthropology” (Fuentes, 1994, p. 55). This marginalized status 
highlights the importance of this research study so that the Ladina women are given an 
opportunity to share their own voices regarding their lived realities.  
Many Ladina women, reflecting historical Latin American culture, are deeply rooted in 
Catholicism and the subordinate role of women associated with that faith tradition (Menjivar, 
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2011). However, in the last decades religious trends have emerged challenging the traditional 
Catholic culture (Pew Research Center [PRC], 2014). One such religious community is the 
branch of Evangelicalism known as the Pentecostal movement. The views of Pentecostals are 
altering popular economic and political beliefs in Guatemala, which ultimately influence 
behavior (Calder, 2001). Pentecostals are included in the feminist critique of religion as “the 
major cultural reinforcement of modern industrial patriarchy” (Briggs, 1987, p. 408). It should be 
noted that from this view, neither Protestantism or Catholicism would alleviate women’s 
subordination. More recent studies of religion and gender, however, speak more hopefully about 
ways in which religion can empower women (Drogus, 1994). 
This study will shed further light on the lived experiences of Ladina women and uncover 
the misrecognized or hidden violence that they routinely experience in daily life. Currently, a 
paucity of research in this area and a great need to illuminate the experiences of women living in 
a culture of violence exist. Bourgois (2009) states, “violence imposed itself in a central role in 
the quotidian life and in development policies in Latin America, more specifically in Guatemala” 
(p. 13). Ladina experiences of systemic violence are difficult to quantify due to structural barriers 
and, therefore, reports of violence are often confined to individual acts or violent crimes. In 
addition, these forms of violence are made possible by a persistent devaluation of women’s lives, 
unequal access to equal goods and services, and exploitation (Dominguez and Menjivar, 
2014). Research must vocalize the visible and less visible forms of violence Ladina women’s 
experience, and highlight the ways Ladina women overcome this violence to become leaders. 
This study seeks to answer the following research questions: 
1.  What factors help Ladina women transcend conditions of violence?  
2. How do Ladina women perceive their lives in relation to service and faith?  
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3. What factors and lived experiences have intersected to give Ladina women their 
resilience?  
The answers to these questions will provide valuable insight for women leaders, religious 
leaders, and non-governmental organizations, leading to a greater understanding of the plight of 
Ladina meaning and identity. Indeed, leadership literature in general needs more diverse voices 
beyond the preponderance of the mostly White men who tell their stories of leadership. The 
stories of Ladinas who achieve great success despite significant adversity can broaden the 
collective understanding of resilience, service, faith and leadership.  
Statement of the Problem 
Through this study, I seek to understand the factors that led to the resilience demonstrated 
by Ladina women of Guatemala despite oppression experienced in their patriarchal and violent 
context. I will examine the ways political and economic history in the region influence the daily 
experiences of Ladinas. I will also explore the complexities introduced by colonization, 
globalization and the indigenous Mayan presence in close proximity to communities of Ladina. It 
is this researchers intention this study illuminates the plight of these women and also help to 
inform resiliency-building efforts among other populations of exploited and oppressed people. 
Definition of Terms 
Category of Tension A framework for understanding a process of addressing and 
overcoming challenges (Del Valle, 2006). 
Feminicide 
 
           
 
“Crimes of hatred against women because they are women”, 
comprised of a wide variety of violent acts against women that 
violate their human rights. (Lagarde, 2006, p. 182). 
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            Femicide The murder of women, placing a fine point on women murdered 
under the larger umbrella of homicide (Lagarde, 2006 ) 
Intersectionality The interconnected nature of social categorizations related to 
personal identity (Crenshaw, 1995). 
Ladina Guatemalan women of European and Indigenous lineage; 
typically middle class; numerical minority among all Guatemalan 
women, or indigenous women who no longer observe traditional 
indigenous customs (Rodas Nuñez, 2006). 
Mayan Indigenous group in Guatemala; part of Ladina ethnic identity; 
most prevalent indigenous group of Central America (Little-
Siebold, 2001). 
Patriarchy A system of power that prioritizes, esteems and benefits men 
over women (Musalo & Bookey, 2014). 
Oppression The state of being subject to prolonged unjust treatment or 
control; can be personal, cultural or institutional (Ertürk, 2005). 
Resilience The ability to overcome obstacles or difficulties, drawing from 
personality traits and positive cultural forces (Bogar & Hulse-
Killacky, 2006). 
Violence Harm inflicted upon an individual; can be visible or invisible, 
direct or indirect (Muñoz Cabrera & Macdonald, 2010). 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Despite the existence of the Ladina identity since the 16th century Spanish conquest 
(Rodas Nuñez, 2006), a surprisingly small amount of research has been done to qualify and 
quantify it. In the past, nearly all the research focused on Mayan women and the Mayan identity 
from the perspective of Western scholars and anthropologists (Rodas Nuñez, 2006). Since the 
20th century the importance of a Ladina identity has become more evident in the literature, 
although the research perspective is still largely Western (Little-Siebold, 2001; Monzón, 2008). A 
trend of qualitative research began in 1956 with official ethnographic and anthropologic studies 
(Rodas Nuñez, 2006). This research, informed by the racialized Jim Crow systems of the 
American South, revealed differences between Maya and Ladina females (i.e. White) identities 
(Adams, 1994). Next, I describe the methods I used to conduct my research.  
Research Methods 
I began my research on this topic by using common academic search engines such as 
Ebsco, Jestor, and Google scholar, searching for general words such as “Ladina,” “Guatemala,” 
and “violence.” As I skimmed the wealth of articles these keywords generated, I noted frequently 
cited authors and additional resources provided by these authors. However, results for 
“Guatemala,” “Guatemalan women,” and “violence” yielded many more results than the more 
specific term “Ladina.” Most of the research done involving these terms focused specifically on 
Mayan Guatemalan women, written from western, academic perspectives. I found limited 
literature concerning Ladina women specifically and their experience of gender violence, 
oppression, and identity development, which further substantiates the utility of this study. 
To broaden perspective and narrow my focus to Ladina women, I then focused my 
literature review research on Latin American and Guatemalan authors. I utilized Spanish 
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language databases outside of the United States and consulted FLASCO (Facultad Latino 
Americana de Ciencias Sociales), a Latin American social science research and publishing 
organization. I searched using direct keywords such as “colonialism,” “Protestantism,” 
“patriarchy,” “education” and “violence,” often using the Spanish equivalent instead of English. 
Many articles were not available online, so I visited the organization in person to look for more 
research with the term “Ladina” instead of just “Maya.” Additionally, I searched for sources 
using the terms “empowerment,” “[women’s] identity development,” “resilience,” “migration” 
and “oppression.” This approach yielded a solid foundation of research unavailable in English 
for my literature review.  
The scope of the literature related to Ladina women includes themes such as 
empowerment, identity development, resilience in women of other cultures and oppression. 
Colonialism, education, and the impact of the region’s mass conversion to evangelicalism 
emerge as contributing themes. For the purposes of this literature review I focus on identity, 
violence and oppression against women, faith, resilience and migration.  I begin my review of 
the literature by providing historical and social context for Ladina women of Guatemala.  
Identity 
Identity is a widely researched concept that can be applied and interpreted in many forms. 
The identity of Ladina includes a variety of elements, including gender, geographical and 
historical factors that categorize them in a specific demographic, race and class. These elements 
of identity are outlined in the following sections.   
Gender. Feminist anthropologist Lagarde (1990) explains women’s identities as a set of 
social, physical and subjective characteristics that represent their lived experiences in both 
concrete and symbolic ways. The female identity draws upon shared experiences of women from 
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any time and place and also particular aspects of identity that are more nuanced and contextual. 
Lagarde asserts, "Women also share the same historical condition as a gender and differ in their 
particular situations, their ways of life, their conceptions of the world, as well as in the degrees 
and levels of oppression” (p. 2). The Ladina identity is complex, yet can be rooted in the broad 
geographical and historical identity shared by women in general.  
Lagarde’s broad definition of female identity demonstrates the importance of 
differentiating a Ladina identity from other female identities. Research has historically attempted 
to do this by fusing Ladina and Mayan identities in ways that favored widely recognized Mayan 
particularities while omitting those of Ladinas. This has created a dichotomy that proves 
problematic for those women whose social and genetic identities do not agree. “[Ladinas] and 
indigenas’ are most often defined vis a vis each other in cultural terms in a move which 
misrepresents the complex identities people construct for themselves,” (Little-Siebold, 2001, p. 
178).  
Inversely, male gender roles also prevent identity formation in Ladina women. Through a 
study in the Dominican Republic, Rodriguez (2010) asserts that gender construction that is 
understood and operates within the public sector, while informative of female identity, also 
restricts its development. Constrained by female gender roles, women are less free to explore 
other aspects of their identity. A study of Argentinian female heads of corporations who still feel 
confined to machismo-fed gender roles in their family lives corroborates this line of thinking 
(Paludi & Mills, 2013). Being female is one key aspect of Ladina identity. Another more nuanced 
and contextualized aspect of Ladina identity is the geographical, cultural and historical context 
from which Ladinas emerged, which I address in the next section.  
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Demographics. As discussed previously in this paper, the demographics of a Ladina 
identity are hard to pinpoint in the literature. Historically, literature paints Ladina identity with 
broad strokes, defining Ladinas ethnically as a mixture of European and Mayan heritage 
(Woodward, 2008). Fuentes (1994) defines Ladinas as a social-cultural group characterized by 
the Spanish language mixed with customs that historically belong to the Spanish or the Maya. 
Pinpointing the specific Ladina cultural identity is made more difficult in Guatemala by the 
widespread and generalizing use of “Ladina” to categorize different groups of people at different 
points in time for political or social advantages (Menjivar, 2003, Taube, 2012).  
Guatemalans themselves also contribute to the identity dichotomy that makes 
demographics difficult to label. This is due, in part, to the way that Guatemalan women identify 
native women with rural or impoverished characteristics and Ladina women with contemporary 
urban characteristics. This self-inflicted separation leads to a breakdown of communication 
around identity (Hernandez, 2002). History must also be considered when defining Ladina 
demographics. The terms indígena and ladina were used by conquistadors as ethnic categories to 
describe social groups (Rodas Nuñez, 2006), which led to an ethic definition of identity that 
persists today, as demonstrated in the scant amount of literature on Ladina identity written by 
Ladinas. This serves as a reminder that discovering identity within a people group is largely and 
importantly informed by history.  
Colonial historical perspective. The colonial era of Guatemalan history ushered in a 
classification system that separated people who previously had all been considered indigenous 
(Smith, 1995). The Spanish introduced the word Ladina to socially and politically separate 
themselves from the indigenous at an institutional level. The classification system was not 
complex: everything that was not indigenous was Ladina (Rodas Nuñez, 2010). In similar 
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fashion to colonization the world over, the foundation of the term Ladina as a separate ethnic 
group was used to justify racist and violent practices against the indigenous people (Matthew, 
2006; Murgas Armas, 2010); the previously mentioned concept of ladinization stems from this 
era (Adams, 1994). These terms and resulting segregation became normalized over time, as did 
systemic discrimination and persistent economic inequalities that follow identity lines (Rodas 
Nuñez, 2010).  
Certainly, the social and political climate of Guatemala is different today from what 
existed in the sixteenth century, and the socially-ascribed meanings of indigenous and Ladina 
labels have changed accordingly (Watanabe, 2016). Nevertheless, the indigenous-Ladina 
dichotomy for understanding ethnicity and race persists, and a broader and more inclusive 
identity spectrum is needed (Little-Siebold, 2001). Gibbons and Ashdown (2010) conducted 
interviews and surveys with Guatemalan university students that reflected what Little-Siebold 
encountered, that “standard dichotomist rhetoric is insufficient to encapsulate social realities” (p. 
179). Dichotomist thinking and categorizing must move towards a more precise, nuanced and 
responsive approach that accounts for broader aspects of Ladina identity, including race and class 
which I address in the next section. 
Race and class.  Rodas Nuñez (2010) reminds scholars that in order to understand why 
modern society continues to use colonial terms of identity, one must to look at social structures 
of race and class. While it is generally more financially, socially, and politically advantageous to 
identify or be identified as Ladina, the historical and cultural ties to the indigenous label of race 
are strong (Hernandez Castillo, 2003). The role of indigenous women in many communities is to 
“pass down cultural traditions and social structures, even when [they] create a structure of 
oppression” (Hevia, 2008, p. 150-151). Sánchez summarized this struggle: “Indigenous women 
LADINA WOMEN MAKE SENSE OF LIVED REALITIES 25 
are often faced with the responsibility of ensuring the material and social reproduction of their 
community, even if it means reproducing unequal power relations between women and men” 
(Sánchez Nestor, 2005, p. 63). Belonging to the Ladina class does not equate to freedom from 
identity struggles nor the rampant VAW in Latin America, which I explore next.   
Violence 
 The most prominent aspect of Ladina experience is that of violence. Academic literature 
broadly categorizes violence toward the female gender as gender-based violence, or violence 
from one gender toward another, leaving the victim and perpetrator’s genders unidentified 
(Hernández Castillo, 2003; Human Rights Watch, 2014; Muñoz Cabrera, 2014). However, 
feminist scholars contend that simply using the term gender-based violence “obscures the 
appalling reality that women and girls constitute the vast majority of [gender-based violence] 
victims and men the majority of perpetrators” (Muñoz Cabrera, 2010, p.14). The focus in this 
literature review will be violence against women. 
VAW pervades all sectors of Guatemalan society. The violence may take many different 
forms: from verbal threats, insults, and aggressive bodily gestures to physical, psychological, and 
sexual violence (Muñoz Cabrera, 2010). VAW manifests in many forms, from intra-familial (or 
domestic) violence, incest, human trafficking, and, at the extreme end of the spectrum, femicide 
(Menjivar, 2003; Musalo & Bookey, 2008). Guatemala has a long history of VAW and it 
continues to be a chronic problem created by a host of factors, not the least of which is the fact 
that perpetrators rarely face trial (Human Rights Watch, 2014). According to the Instituto 
Nacional de Estadística, in 2014 rates of reported violence against women were demographically 
59.3 percent Ladina and 30.1 percent Maya. While it must be noted that outside factors such as 
rural livelihoods and poverty likely skew the statistics towards under-reporting, this does go a 
LADINA WOMEN MAKE SENSE OF LIVED REALITIES 26 
long way toward showing that Ladina women experience violence in large quantities due to 
various historical, structural, and cultural factors.  
Historical factors. Apart from centuries of machismo and gender inequalities often 
related with less-developed countries, historically it is easy to pinpoint an upswing in violence 
against women with the beginning of the Guatemalan Civil War in 1960. Not only did women 
experience violation of human rights along with their fellow Guatemalans, they also suffered 
sexual violence as a tactic of war (CEH, 1999).  
Since the end of the Guatemalan Civil War with the Peace Agreements signed in 1996, 
Guatemala is still plagued by new forms of violence caused by former military and police 
members, paramilitary forces and street gangs (Ogrodnik, & Borzutzky, 2011). Sanford (2008) 
presents an assessment of the lived outcomes of a society where criminals of war have never 
been brought to justice:  
Understanding the state’s role enables us to interrogate the official explanation of 
the killing of women which, in turn, leads us back to the historic role of the state 
using terror as a primary resource of power guaranteed by impunity from the 
genocide of the 1980s to social cleansing and feminicide today. (p. 104) 
The legacy of the violence against women in the 36-year armed conflict lives on, making 
it imperative to analyze any literature that discusses violence against women within a historical 
context of post-war mentality (Sanford, 2008). The impact of violence against is personally 
devastating for the Ladina, yet also tied to institutional, cultural and structural realities which are 
addressed in the next section.  
Structural factors. Equally important to understanding lived realities of violence against 
women are the ways in which, at a fundamental level, this problem persists. “Women’s exposure 
to violence is related to their position in the multiple systems of inequality and shows a tendency 
to increase as these systems intersect, creating layers of discrimination and exclusion for 
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different groups of women” (Cabrera, 2010, p. 3). Pervasive poverty and legal exclusion are two 
of the largest systems of inequality; Guatemala is known for its grossly unequal systems of 
wealth that create unequal access to society’s benefits (Gabriel, 2010; Menjivar, 2011). Without 
resources, Guatemalan women in high-violence situations have no long-term means of changing 
their circumstances; “to the extent that violence against women is linked to poverty, violence will 
not be reduced unless poverty is reduced because largely the victims are poor women” (Ogrodnik 
& Borzutzky, 2011, p. 56). Similarly, the official language used to describe violence against 
women perpetuates cycles of violence. By labeling VAW no differently than other gender-based 
violence, it “exposes the government’s failure to address power inequities between men and 
women in the public and private spheres” (Cabrera, 2010, p.14). This extends to law 
enforcement, whose apathy and neglect create an unsafe environment that tolerates all forms of 
violence against women (Carey & Torres, 2010; Dominguez, & Menjivar, 2014). The impunity 
experienced by perpetrators of violence against women fortify the structures of power against 
women and preserve their subordinate place in the country’s social structures (Ertürk, 2005; 
Human Rights Watch, 2014; Sanford, 2008). 
Cultural factors. The pervasiveness of VAW must also be considered through the 
context of long-standing and deep-rooted gender discrimination evident in the socio-cultural 
fabric of Guatemala (Musalo & Bookey, 2014). Additionally, the high unemployment 
experienced by Guatemalans often leads to alcoholism or drug abuse, which exacerbates stressful 
conditions and re-enforces the cycles of violence against women (Guatemalan National 
Commission for the Prevention of Inter-Family Violence, 2006). In rural areas, the situation is 
more desperate, as women are considered property of their husbands and domestic violence is 
normative. 
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Historical and cultural factors that perpetuate female subordination and violence against 
women, along with the actual experiences of violence and discrimination, create an oppressive 
environment for the Ladina. Despite these obstacles and difficulties, many Ladina become 
leaders in their families and communities. The following sections examine how gender intersects 
with spiritual and religious factors to shape the resiliency demonstrated by these women as they 
make sense of their realities and are empowered to live lives of meaning and purpose. 
Faith 
Religion in Latin America is the focus of many scholars, primarily the role it plays in 
contemporary social change; the literature frequently focuses on social justice work of the 
progressive Catholic Church and the conversion of millions to Protestantism throughout Latin 
America in the latter part of the twentieth century (PRC, 2014). The church in Guatemala and El 
Salvador played a particularly significant role in socio-political change before, during, and after 
the Central American political conflicts of the last century (Calder, 2001). Historically in Central 
America and elsewhere, the church has served as an agent of social change by the way it 
addressed societal injustices, militarism and peacemaking, often in partnership with other entities 
(Calder, 2001; Menjivar, 2011; Peterson, 1997). Religious organizations provide opportunities 
for friendship, support and assurance (Menjivar, 2011). It logically follows, then, that faith is one 
of the many areas in which Ladina women make meaning of their lived realities of violence. To 
explore the role of faith in Ladina’s experience, I will first address the presence and influence of 
the Catholic Church in Guatemala, followed by a discussion of the more recent introduction of 
Protestant Pentecostals and then an examination of how gender and faith identity fit together in 
the Ladina identity and experience.   
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Colonial Catholicism. Despite the important social role of the church, the International 
Religious Freedom Report (IRFR) stated in 2012 that Guatemala has no state religion. However, 
the constitution recognizes explicitly the distinct legal personality of the Catholic church, which 
speaks to its historical and political importance. The Pew Research Center (PRC) (2014) 
recognizes faith in Latin America as historically synonymous with Catholic practices, 
exemplified through Guatemala’s colonial history, and the Catholic church still remains a 
dominant force in not only Guatemala, but all of Latin American religious life. Many Ladina 
women in colonial times viewed Catholicism as yet another oppressive patriarchal force, but 
many used their faith as a tool to promote their own empowerment (Burkhart, 2004; Few, 1995). 
While Catholicism in Guatemala and Latin America has deep historical and social roots, the 
importance of the Protestant church cannot be overstated in its influence on Ladina identity. 
Rise of Protestantism. The PRC (2014) identifies Guatemala as the most protestant 
Latin American country, with 25 to 40 % of Guatemalans identifying as evangelical or 
Pentecostal Christians. Faith and religion in Guatemala are unique in that a predominantly 
Catholic country during the colonial period became largely Protestant overnight in the 1970s; the 
conversion took place in the wake of Vatican II during a time when liberation theology was 
finding its critics and disciples. This massive shift and rise of Pentecostal/evangelical 
denominations in the region led many in the Catholic church to grow resentful of this growing 
trend (PRC, 2014).  
It would be remiss to not mention the complex, and sometimes controversial, influence 
that U.S.-bred evangelicals have had on the protestant movement (Adams, 2001; Garrard-
Burnett, 2004). Tomás Guzaro, a former Mayan Catholic priest who converted to Protestantism, 
exemplifies this through his widely published biography. Guzaro converted to Protestantism, and 
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he also co-authored his biography with a U.S.-born evangelical missionary, which led some 
scholars to describe the tale as an awkward attempt to create an easily-digested American 
evangelical-capitalist schema (Gustafson, 2011; Guzaro & McComb, 2010).  Some scholars 
claim that U.S. influences served as instigators of insurgence rather than responders. Evangelical 
missionaries, fueled by dissatisfaction with their national political landscape, created a critical 
consciousness in Latin America that birthed uprisings (Nepstad, 2007). Some of the uprisings 
awakened within the collective consciousness of Latin Americans a recognition of how 
churchgoers of different genders experienced their communities of faith. 
Role of the church in gender identity. The church shapes Guatemala’s religious identity 
and informs the gender identity of both men and women. Women are more likely than men to say 
religion is highly important in their lives (Chestnut, 2003; Menjivar, 2011; PRC, 2014; Sloan, 
2011).  Research also shows that socially conservative attitudes espoused by Latin Americans 
extend to traditional notions of gender roles in family. Religious Guatemalans often agree with 
biblical interpretations that promote distinct roles within marriage and suggest “men should 
protect and provide for women, and women in return should obey and serve them” (Berger, 
2006, p. 20). In contrast, far fewer religious females in Argentina, Chile and Uruguay sustain this 
belief (PRC, 2006). In this way, faith substantially and uniquely informs Ladina women’s 
realities of subordination.  
Other scholars disagree. Aquino (1994) asserts that Ladina women (under the umbrella of 
Latina women) find self-worth and self-determination to combat colonialism and patriarchal 
social structures through the social benefits that come from religious affiliation and participation. 
Theology is a tool for empowerment to combat the gender inequalities that it has historically 
helped to create (Drogus, 1994; Jones, 2012). Theologies become “dynamic...languages which 
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express religious visions of a new paradigm of civilization that is free of injustice and violence” 
(Jones, 2012, p. 198). Based on the contrasting information found in the literature, it becomes 
clear that religion provides both positive and negative contributions to Ladina identity and 
reality. This paradox is instructive as the resiliency of Ladina women is examined. They 
demonstrate extraordinary capacity for overcoming obstacles, even when these obstacles are 
rooted in something central to their identity. The next section explores factors that contribute to 
the resiliency evident in the lives of Ladina women.  
Resilience 
A study of Appalachian women (Helton & Keller, 2010), emphasizes the importance of 
cultural values on fostering resilience. They posit that early life experience driven by cultural 
values contribute to positive resilience, and suggest criteria that indicate some of the most 
prominent cultural internal and external assets that contribute to resilience. Cultural factors such 
as patriarchal family and religious systems and a lack of economic opportunity reveal parallels 
between Appalachian and Ladina women, making the findings of Helton and Keller (2010) 
relevant to this study. Considering women in both regions, the authors suggest that, “while some 
of the factors fostering resiliency stem from individual functioning, the formation of these 
processes can be culturally influenced or can interact with cultural values.” (Helton and Keller, 
2010, p. 153) The idea that resiliency has both individual and communal influences and is 
heavily affected by childhood experiences brings particular insight to research on Ladina women.   
Born of necessity due to the violence and other lived experiences that create meaning for 
Ladinas, resilience is also a highly present theme in the literature. Some scholars define 
resiliency as a characteristic set of responses or capacities to overcome negative circumstances 
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(Helton & Keller, 2010; Walsh, 2003). In a comprehensive study of the multitude of definitions 
of resiliency, Herman (2011) suggests: 
Definitions have evolved over time but, fundamentally, resilience is understood as 
referring to positive adaptation, or the ability to maintain or regain mental health, 
despite experiencing adversity. The personal, biological, and environmental or 
systemic sources of resilience and their interaction are considered. (p. 258)  
Characteristics that enhance the ability to be resilient include positive environmental 
factors, genetics, individual personality, family and spiritual beliefs, and the broader socio-
cultural mindset of the society. Lived experiences that generate a resilient response include a lack 
of family nurturance in infancy, poor personal relationships, and high-stress life events, such as 
domestic violence and war or national disaster (Herman, 2011). Essentially, it is a “combination 
of innate personality traits and environmental influences that serve to protect individuals from 
the harmful psychological effects of trauma or severe stress, enabling them to lead satisfying and 
productive lives” (Bogar & Hulse-Killacky, 2006, p. 339). It is important to note that much of the 
literature on resiliency builds upon deficit-based models, founded on the negative circumstances 
that prompt positive responses rather than a strengths-based model that engenders a more 
positive outlook by focusing on capabilities first (Helton & Keller, 2010). The way resiliency is 
theorized in the literature speaks volumes about the way views on resiliency will trickle down to 
Ladina women.  
Bogar and Hulse-Killacky (2006) disagree with the dependence on set circumstances of 
one’s childhood, citing resilience as a dynamic process rather than a static formula of 
characteristics as seen in Fergus and Zimmerman’s (2005) three different models of resilience. A 
study of Latina childhood sexual abuse survivors also alluded to resilience as a process (Ligiero, 
2003). The research suggests a combination of cultural factors, along with conversation and 
coping strategies aimed at “seeking relief from negative emotions and protecting one's self from 
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further abuse” (Ligiero, 2003, p. 67). Based on previous studies of Latina sexual abuse survivors’ 
coping mechanisms (Comas-Diaz, 1995), transitioning from a checklist of characteristics to a  
fluid process of developing resiliency has improved efficacy: 
The women in [the] study described reacting to prescribed gender roles and 
expectations as a driving force in their lives. Thus, the paradigms of machismo 
and marianismo served as a roadmap for what the women did not want to be, 
forcing them to create new roads for themselves. (Ligiero, 2003, p. 78)  
An essential aspect of this ongoing process is a sense of empowerment that reinforces the 
woman’s sense of agency and capacity to influence her circumstances, despite powerful cultural 
and historical patterns to the contrary. 
Empowerment is present in the literature as a means to enhance resiliency. Resiliency is 
stunted by social roles and responsibilities that prevent change (Hevia, 2008). To counter this, 
Hevia (2008) suggests two approaches for the empowerment of women. The first approach 
operates to change culture, challenging oppression and current gender roles to change 
circumstances; this approach has more of a trickle-down effect. The second approach meets 
women’s needs in a practical and acute way, operating within the system that has created the 
oppression.  
A study of an education empowerment program in Chiapas, Mexico (Hevia, 2008) 
operates under the first approach suggested above. The program empowers women by 
strengthening their confidence, generating opportunities for bonding with other women and 
groups, and creating a space for women to participate as women rather than as wives, sisters, 
daughters, or mothers. Rooted in critical pedagogy of leadership training at the grassroots level, 
the program hopes to counteract societal violation of human rights by empowering women into 
political participation to change their own circumstances. Both of the aforementioned approaches 
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are designed to empower women to experience more agency in their communities, thereby 
increasing their rootedness to the place and people in their immediate surroundings.  
The stability that this rootedness brings to communities is sometimes interrupted by 
migration, as outlined in the next section. I will provide a historical perspective of migration 
trends, causes and consequences and also integrate analysis of how recent sociopolitical factors 
and social instability in Central and North America have impacted Latin American migration. 
Migration   
Scholars consistently present migration as part of the lived experience of Ladina women. 
Naturally, as globalization increases, so too does migration across the world, although it often 
comes as an unwanted reality for women (Monzón, 2007). Historically, migration has been 
dominated by men, but in recent years statistics show a significant increase in the number of 
women migrating (Moran-Taylor, 2008) despite the increased challenges they face when 
compared to their male counterparts (Rodman, 2006). Women find comfort in the protection 
provided by a group, which is why caravans of many women travelling together are more 
prevalent in the past several years (Huerta, 2017). As the Western interpretation of Central 
American history has focused primarily on the political and economic crises causing migration, 
academic literature describes the socioeconomic factors that Latin American female migrants 
share (Menjivar, 1999), including why they migrate, where they migrate, and the consequences 
of their migration. Next, I will expand each of these migration factors. 
Reasons for migration. Despite the surprisingly small number of studies focused on the 
causes of female migration in Latin America (Monzón, 2006), a host of documented reasons 
explain why Ladina women would make this choice, most notably the violence against them. 
Women fleeing violent abuse, whether from a loved one or at a systemic level, migrate as a 
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means of survival. For these women, staying in their communities is a more dangerous prospect 
than a perilous journey filled with unknown obstacles (Valera Huerta, 2017). Women describe 
feeling more dead than alive; the constant threat of rape, kidnapping, abuse and exploitation 
takes a tremendous toll on their physical, spiritual and psychological health (Valera Huerta, 
2017). The situation is described by Huerta in the following quote: 
Women seek to stay alive in order to rescue their daughters and mothers, their 
sisters and their lovers, who they can. Because the important thing is to get out of 
that territory alive. The Central Americans migrate for the right to a life in 
conditions of dignity, a livable life. (p. 3) 
A small percentage of migrants are also fleeing corrupt law enforcement, which is 
intertwined with violence (Menjivar, 2002; Monzón, 2007; Moran-Taylor, 2008).  
Varela Huerta considers the migration of Latin American women as a “forced migration” 
for reasons she describes as a “perverse trinity of Femicide, state and market violence,” (Valera 
Huerta, 2017, p. 2). These threats are rooted in longstanding realities of oppressive patriarchy 
and economic exploitation, situations that amplify vulnerabilities among people who do not have 
significant political or economic power. The desperation among oppressed people has increased 
in recent years as they face more physical danger from gangs and corrupt government officials, 
along with economic desolation as power and wealth are centralized among even fewer people 
(Huerta, 2017).  
The Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA) conducts research and advocacy work 
on behalf of Latin American migrants. They report a notable rise in asylum seekers from the 
Northern Triangle region of Central America, an area that includes Honduras, Guatemala and El 
Salvador (2018). WOLA (2018) reports that more people from the Northern Triangle region 
sought asylum in the United States between 2013-2015 than in the previous fifteen years 
combined, for reasons almost exclusively attributed to gang or state-sanctioned violence. Women 
LADINA WOMEN MAKE SENSE OF LIVED REALITIES 36 
and children are specifically targeted by gangs because they are women and children, a reality 
that has forced more of them to flee their homes for a place of refuge, accounting for the large 
caravans of migrants making their way through Mexico and toward the United States (WOLA, 
2018).  
The United States is the target destination for many Latin American migrants, a reality 
that has been spotlighted by the current administration, which equates the flow of people seeking 
help as a national safety concern, a position made official with the president’s declaration of a 
national emergency on February 15, 2019. The notion that Latin American migration is a 
national threat has led to government action that extends the process for acquiring asylum, 
resulting in thousands of migrants being held in Mexico and US border cities (Arvey, Kuhne, 
Leutert & Ezzell, Sanchez & Yates 2018).  
Women also choose to migrate for financial reasons. In Guatemala, factors such as 
continued economic crisis, lack of structure and development at the governmental level, and high 
unemployment combined with high inflation contribute to continuing cycles of poverty that often 
make earning a livelihood difficult without migration (Monzón, 2006; Moran-Taylor, 2008). 
Women may need to migrate for employment for themselves, their spouse, or both (Bezarés 
Cobar, 2007; Camus, 2007; González Ponciano, 2005; Monzón, 2007). For women with 
families, migration is necessary to provide for their children; for women without dependents 
migration provides an opportunity for financial security (Monzón, 2007). Hand in hand with 
poverty, some Ladina women choose to migrate for employment.  
The informal employment sector does not provide financial security and formal jobs that 
pay dependable wages are scarce in rural areas. The high demand and low supply of formal jobs 
ensures a steady flow of cheap labor for employers, allowing for an economic system that 
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undermines the worker and favors employers and business owners. Under these circumstances, 
migration emerges as a desirable option for Ladina. 
Where do Ladina women migrate? Scholars categorize the migration of Ladina women 
in binary fashion between intra-national and international migration. Intra-national migration is 
generally seen as the movement of people from rural to urban areas, whereas international 
migration involves movement to another country (Cobar, 2007). The vast majority of 
international Guatemalan migration takes place to the United States. About 10-15 percent of 
Guatemala’s population of 12 million emigrates to the United States, a movement that began in 
the 1960s with the start of the Civil War and increased significantly since the 1990s (Menjivar, 
2002; Monzón, 2007; Moran-Taylor, 2008). The United States is a popular migrant destination 
because of real or perceived financial opportunities, as well as the already dollarized Guatemalan 
economy (Moran-Taylor, 2008). Women tend to work in domestic industries, whether that be 
health care or household care, whereas men who migrate more often work in day laborer jobs or 
factories (González Ponciano, 2005; Monzón, 2007). More recently, Latin American migrants 
are concentrated in the areas of the Northeast, the Midwest, and even up into Canada 
(McCallister, 2013).  
Consequences of migration.  Literature suggests that the increase in both international 
and intra-national migration leads to unique social consequences. First, women migrating to 
escape violence and discrimination often find themselves migrating to locations with similar 
social structures, thereby increasing vulnerability for re-stigmatization. Monzón (2006) argues 
that these women have an opportunity to change social structures when they migrate to a new 
area by connecting to the local people and knowledge, yet few women experience this to be 
liberating or socially transformative. Interestingly, migration also creates more single parent 
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households, not only by female mothers leaving their children, but also because many men who 
migrate internationally form new families, leaving their spouses behind to run a household 
(Menjivar, 2002; Monzón, 2007; Moran-Taylor, 2008). Finally, migration influences society 
through remittances (Monzón, 2007). Nyberg (2005) distinguishes different types of remittances. 
Most common are financial remittances, where migrant workers send partial or full wages to 
their place of origin. Social remittances via ideas, identities, and practices are also transmitted. 
Both remittances exist internationally and intra-nationally, as do their migration counterparts.  
The push and pull factors influencing Latin American migration are complex, yet have 
recognizable roots in colonization, patriarchal structures and economic exploitation. The current 
migration landscape from places like Guatemala was formed, in part, by US foreign policy in the 
last fifty years (Borger, 2018). The current US policy towards migrants adds yet more 
complexity to the situation faced by women in Guatemala, women who choose migration to 
survive. 
Gaps in the Literature 
Despite the growing recognition of Ladina as a separate entity from Maya or Guatemalan 
identity, the majority of studies use previously-defined characteristics rather than cohesively 
focusing on specific dimensions of identity (González Ponciano, 2013; Little-Siebold, 2001). 
Defining Ladina identity is the foundation for viewing how Ladinos create meaning and bring 
resilience to their lived realities, especially violence. Additionally, few studies have focused on 
the ways, if any, that faith and the church play a role in the prevention of violence against 
women. As the church is paramount to Latin American lifestyle and identity (Menjivar, 2014), 
more research focused specifically on this area would fill gaps in the literature.  
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Theoretical Framework 
The literature used to examine women’s lived experiences comes predominantly from the 
fields of feminist anthropology, critical feminist theory, and sociology. I describe in this section 
two of the most common theories found in the literature on women’s experiences of violence and 
its impact on their lived realities. In addition, I also explore how the theories influence the 
research, providing ways to better understand the complexities of Ladina women and how they 
endure less commonly-reported forms of violence in their everyday realities. Missing from the 
literature are theories regarding service and faith and how these mechanisms assist Ladinas to 
overcome their experiences of violence. Finally, I discuss additional theories and an innovative 
approach to understanding how Ladina women make meaning of their lived realities of violence, 
service, and faith in a patriarchal evangelical culture.   
Intersectionality  
Feminist researchers often use intersectionality as a framework to understand the 
multiple, simultaneous causes and dimensions of women’s oppressions (Zambrini, 2014). 
Intersectionality proposes a way to interpret racism and sexism as phenomena which operate in 
similar ways Davis (1981). Black feminist scholar Crenshaw (1995) created the term 
intersectionality, defining it as “a complex system of multiple, simultaneous structural causes of 
oppression” (p. 359). Jewell (2011) explained that “intersectionality counteracts the essential 
potential within mainstream feminist analysis, challenging feminists to consider how patriarchal 
structures interact with other forms of stratification” (p. 11). Using intersectionality, Jewell 
(2011) investigated the relationship between “different forms of oppression and subordination” 
and how these are “mutually constitutive and reinforcing” (p. 9). The theory of intersectionality 
as explored by Crenshaw and Jewell helps describe the multiple layers of inequality that Ladinas 
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experience, including ethnicity, gender, class and geography; this approach also considers power 
structures and their impact. The number of intersections increases and decreases parallel to the 
violence that Ladinas experience. 
In addition to what Jewell states, Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach (2008) provide a 
framework to examine people or groups with multiple subordinate identities (African-American, 
gay women) who may not fit the prototypes of their respective subordinate group (African-
American women). Therefore, they experience what they identify as “intersectional invisibility,” 
where possessing multiple subordinate group identities renders a person “invisible relative to 
those with single subordinate group identity is develop” (p. 1). This point exemplifies the 
struggle to be recognized or represented as the most distinctive form of oppression, for “people 
with intersectional subordinate-group identities face a continuous struggle to have their voices 
heard and understood” (Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008, p. 7). This framework is insightful in 
examining the lived experiences of Ladina women in Guatemala. 
Ertürk (2005), a former United Nations (UN) Rapporteur (or independent policy expert), 
uses the concept of intersectionality in the UN report on Guatemala. Ertürk (2005) distinguishes 
four basic systems of inequality: class, ethnicity, urban/rural residence, and displacement. All 
four systems intersect with gender hierarchies to construct diverse categories of women, in this 
particular case, women’s subjugation in Guatemala. According to Ertürk, in order to combat 
Guatemalan VAW it is imperative to have not only more competence in responsive systems, but, 
more importantly, more strategies to prevent the variety of VAW that exists where different 
categories of discriminations intersect. In other words, the theory of intersectionality can be 
extended to a more precise theory of the intersectionality apparent in violence against women. 
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Theoretical Framework of Violence  
According to Dominguez and Menjivar (2014), an examination of the root causes of 
violence against marginalized women is central to understanding how women experience and 
overcome daily violence as individuals and part of an oppressive, patriarchal culture. The authors 
apply an analytical framework “that identifies the violence in unequal structures and practices 
that are connected through the thread of injury and to examine how various forms of violence 
shape the quotidian lives of women living in deprived neighborhoods with a view to opening a 
policy relevant discussion.” (Dominguez & Menjivar, 2014, p. 186) For the Ladina women of 
Guatemala, violence is an invisible force that stems from intertwining historical and cultural 
factors, affecting every aspect of their lives and leaving them terrorized. These effects of 
violence will be outlined below, including how these factors inhibit Ladina women’s access to 
education.  
Naming invisible violence. A framework for understanding systemic violence helps to 
address the culture, environment and social dynamics that support violence against Ladina 
women. “This approach brings out the unrecognized, normalized forms of violence that are 
deeply linked to the more visible forms of violence” (Menjivar, 2008, p. 111) that is easier to 
document. Violence is difficult even for the victims to name because of the steady stream of 
messages and actions that communicate women’s subordinate place in society. Under structural 
violence, people suffer harm indirectly, often through a slow and steady process; thus, most 
people are more capable of recognizing direct violence than they are of grasping indirect or 
structural violence in the social order. The framework shines a light on the suffering that exists 
through abuse, ill treatment, neglect, diminishment and exploitation, violence that is hidden yet 
equally damaging.  
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Violence is a ubiquitous part of daily life for Ladinas and their communities. Having 
family members killed, seeing corpses along the road, and expecting festivals and celebrations to 
end in death are all commonplace in the minds of Ladina women (Menjivar, 2008). It is as if a 
certain level of violence is routine and internalized, even in peacetime. “The everyday, 
normalized familiarity with violence renders it invisible, power structures are unrecognized, and 
the mechanisms through which it is exerted do not lie in conscious knowing” (Menjivar, 2008, p. 
124). Individual acts of violence cohere within a larger narrative of violence shaped by the 
historical, economic and political factors discussed previously in this paper. The theoretical 
framework of violence helps to make sense of the relationship between structural, symbolic, 
interpersonal and psychological violence experienced by the Ladina. Naming the violence and 
where it comes from diminishes its power over the Ladina, who then become empowered to 
bring resilience to their process of making meaning of their lived experience by achieving 
success and leadership. Their struggle is not only internal, but has the additional hardship of 
being significantly shaped by external historical and economic factors, which I address in the 
following section. 
Historical and economic factors. The prevalence of violence can be traced to the 
Guatemalan Civil War of 1960-1996 when the military utilized excessive violence to subdue 
opposition parties. The decades since the conclusion of the conflict have also seen massive 
disparities in wealth and opportunities for empowerment among the Guatemalan people. 
Therefore, the militarization of life during the war has since been compounded by economic 
desperation and political uncertainty, leading to the daily experience of Guatemalans in 
peacetime to be only negligibly different than in wartime (Menjivar, 2008).  
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The brutality with which the military responded to opposition during the Guatemalan 
Civil War left an indelible mark on the minds, spirits and bodies of the Guatemalan people 
(Menjivar, 2008). What were previously isolated episodes of violence prior to 1960 increased 
exponentially over the thirty-six years of the conflict, inflicting specific harm upon individuals 
and communities while also changing the ethos of the entire country to one that normalized 
violence. The roots of this turn towards brutality and excessive militarism are closely intertwined 
with capitalism and an economic structure that favors landowners over laborers (Menjivar, 
2008). In a region known for income inequality, Guatemala has the largest disparity of all Central 
American countries. “Structural violence also appears in the form of a global sweatshop 
economy that exacerbates gendered vulnerabilities” (Menjivar, 2008, p. 115). The disparity of 
wealth and massive underemployment causes Ladina women to experience insecurity on 
multiple levels and contributes to feelings of powerlessness. Empowerment often becomes 
available through education, yet Ladina are largely left out of this opportunity for personal 
development or advancement. 
Education. Coupled with the lack of real economic opportunity is the lack of public 
education. The internalized messages of inferiority lead many Ladina women to blame 
themselves for their low levels of education, leading to a vicious cycle of external and internal 
diminishment and making them more vulnerable to exploitation (Ogrodnik & Borzutzky, 2011; 
Menjivar, 2008). While Ladina women may privately desire higher education, they are unlikely 
to voice this publicly; there is widespread acceptance of limited opportunities as simply “the way 
things are,” so commonplace as to almost go unmentioned at all.  
Legacy of terror. Resigned acceptance of the lack of educational opportunities is one of 
the outcomes of the visible and invisible violence embedded in a cultural infrastructure that 
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legitimizes oppression and repression (Dominguez and Menjivar, 2014; Menjivar, 2008). The 
state-sanctioned terror inflicted upon the Guatemalan people during the civil war never abated to 
allow for cultural, political and economic resurgence that often happens in peacetime. Instead, 
daily life has become militarized, leading to ever-present control, repression, threats and 
unpredictability (Menjivar, 2008). While women were killed at a lower rate than men during the 
conflict, there murders were unusually brutal and often included rape or other sexual assault. The 
killing of women was an especially targeted attack upon the Guatemalan culture and way of life 
since women were revered as central to the Guatemalan ideal of family (Menjivar, 2008). 
Intersectionality and violence. Similar to situations for oppressed populations all over 
the world, myriad factors lead some people to be more vulnerable to violence than others. The 
theory of intersectionality informs this point because it acknowledges the multiple layers of 
identity that can both limit and enhance one’s probability of being exploited or victimized 
(Crenshaw, 1995; Dominguez & Menjivar, 2014). Research points to many parallels to poor 
women of color in the cities of the United States and the Ladina women of Guatemala 
(Dominguez & Menjivar, 2014). There are multiple matrices of racialized and gendered 
stratification, categorization and oppression that influence a person’s identity and experiences 
with violence. Any useful analysis will necessitate an account of the multidimensionality of a 
person’s experience with violence and how it was catalyzed by the person’s race, class, gender, 
sexual orientation and national origin (Dominguez & Menjivar, 2014). 
Theoretical Limitations  
The theoretical frameworks I have discussed above help to explain the complexities 
involved in the Ladina identity and how they make meaning of their lived realities of oppression 
and violence. Intersectionality is an essential piece, as is a theoretical framework of violence. 
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These provide insight into how the tensions involved in the intersectional lives of Ladinas might 
help to explain the resilience and success evident in their lives. However, one notable gap is the 
role that patriarchal faith/religious institutions might play in Ladinas’ endurance and ability to 
thrive. I discuss an innovative approach to this exploration in the next section.  
Innovative Approach 
The research and subsequent literature about the experiences of Central American women 
continues to grow, largely fueled by Central American women themselves. This exsisting growth 
is just beginning, however. There is much greater need for research about how Central American 
women and Guatemalan Ladinas make meaning of experiences in their lives. In addition, new 
and innovative approaches to this theoretical frameworks must be considered. In this section, I 
explore one salient innovative approach that may help illuminate how the tensions implicit in 
Ladinas’ lives might help to uncover what other factors help Ladinas thrive. 
Del Valle’s Theory of Tensions  
Del Valle’s (2006) framework examines the category of “tension.”  The notion of tension 
often has negative connotations, however in this context tension emphasizes the creative energy 
that exists when opposite forces are allowed to interact and subsequently lead to possible change. 
Tensions, perhaps, represent another form of intersectionality, or the energy, which results from 
such intersectionality. 
Del Valle’s (2006) vindication of women's human rights as a global issue provides a 
useful framework in the study of violence against Ladina women. Del Valle simultaneously 
acknowledges the degrading conditions that globalization imposes on women while honoring the 
centrality of women’s own aspirations and voices.  Del Valle integrates relevant feminist voices 
and analyzes the relationship between women, globalization and human rights, the gender 
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perspective in employment and development in Latin America and Europe, the human rights of 
older women and lesbian women, and the right to free and secure mobility.  For these reasons, 
examining violence against Ladina women in patriarchal evangelical culture in light of Del 
Valle’s framework provides a comprehensive and central lens.  
Del Valle (2008) proposes that to understand tensions and inequalities, it is important to 
first unveil the mechanisms that contribute to “power” and “not to power” (p. 143); both having 
power and not having power relate to structural and cultural visibility and invisibility. 
Understanding tension also necessitates exploring what maintains power. Del Valle examines the 
different degrees of belonging within cultures of power to analyze the relationships that make 
power legitimate and effective. Del Valle (2008) suggests that transmission of knowledge is key 
to the exercise of power and proposes dealing with these difficulties by exploring the concept of 
“tutelage” (p. 155). The centrality of a mentoring relationship where the mentor has access to 
power serves as an important conceptual framework in the exploration of violence and 
marginalization of Ladina women in Guatemala.  
Del Valle’s (2006) Theory of Tensions is particularly relevant as a theoretical framework 
in the study of violence against Ladinas. According to Del Valle, tension offers possibilities to 
operationalize the study of change due to its dynamic characteristics. Del Valle identifies five 
existing areas that generate tension: 1) interdisciplinary work, 2) the dialogue between feminist 
critique, feminist movement, and social demands, 3) the application of systems parading as 
gender relationships that incorporate diachronic and contextual analysis, 4) the theoretical 
elaboration that connects critical thinking with different levels of search, 5) the existence of an 
anti-hierarchical dynamic and the need to promote collective needs.   
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Del Valle (2006) identifies three types of tension: 1) negative tension, which identifies the 
problem; 2) critical tension which facilitates judgment and consideration of problems and areas 
of action; and 3) creative tension, which capitalizes on the energy of opposing forces to search 
for “ways out” or “salidas” (p. 229). Del Valle concludes that analyzing this tension requires 
paying attention to marginalized groups. Incorporating Del Valle’s innovative approach by 
engaging in these three types of tensions in Ladina women will reveal the elements that promote 
and maintain violence against them. Considering the three forms of tension will necessitate: 1) 
identifying the problem by Ladina women themselves, 2) identifying areas of action and 3) 
identifying opposing social forces.  
Methodological Implications 
 As mentioned earlier, these theories have potential to greatly expand the level of 
awareness and understanding of Ladina women, their lived realities of violence and oppression, 
and the factors that enable them to succeed. The feminist Theory of Intersectionality offers a 
comprehensive and realistic view of Ladinas’ lived experiences since multiple, complex facets of 
their identity are recognized and validated. The Theoretical Framework of Violence Theory 
reveals the ways that violence penetrates the identity development of a person, specifically 
marginalized and oppressed women. The violence framework confirms and emphasizes the ways 
that intersectionality compounds and complicates acts of violence since there is often a culture of 
normalized violence that perpetuates the victimization of women.   
Qualitative research will enhance the discoveries within this exploration because it allows 
for data collection in a natural setting using interpersonal communication. This method amplifies 
the particular human voices at the center of the inquiry, in this case the Ladina women of 
Guatemala.  
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The innovative approach of Del Valle introduces the dynamic element of tension; creative 
tension allows for resilience to be the driving force in overcoming challenges. For Ladina 
women, the challenges are often rooted in oppression and violence that are normative in the 
patriarchal systems within which they live. Compounding the patriarchy are economic, religious, 
ethnic and historical factors that reinforce Ladina women’s subjugation and marginalization. Yet 
these women thrive and succeed, pointing to some kind of creative tension that allowed for a 
breakthrough from constricting circumstances. 
While the global issue of violence against women is represented in Central American 
women, the Ladina women have unique experiences of identity and resulting violence that merits 
further and more individualized investigation. Using theoretical frameworks that include feminist 
theories of intersectionality, Theoretical Framework of Violence Theory (Dominguez & 
Menjivar, 2014) and Del Valle’s (2006) Tensions Theory researchers have just begun to explore 
the implications of violence in these women’s lives and the approaches they have used to survive 
and find meaning despite this violence.   
More exploration is needed to tell and explain Ladinas’ life struggles and triumphs. The 
existing frameworks could be expanded to look at the disparity concerning the role religion has 
or has not played in adding value and flexible strength to Ladinas. Considering the 
intersectionality embedded in violence against women might shed light on how religion draws 
from traditional interpretations of select biblical passages to suppress women’s voices and 
protect male perpetrators of violence. How can intersectionality explain how one identity is the 
created from a compilation of diverse identities and how might that process help Ladinas make 
meaning in their lives?  What sustains and motivates Ladinas to pursue higher education and/or 
become leaders in their communities? Further research is needed to help answer these questions. 
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Research findings will have broad impact on multiple levels. Ladinas voices will be 
added to the existing collection of largely western, male voices that tell the story of Central 
American experience and history. This will allow for more authentic understanding and allow for 
a more genuine representation of this part of our global narrative. On a practical level, 
organizations that provide support to Ladinas, such as religious institutions, non-governmental 
organizations and government entities can greatly improve their assistance programs by 
recognizing the implicit and explicit violence Ladinas uniquely experience. Moreover, these 
organizations can better help and improve the quality of life outcomes for Ladinas by 
understanding the resilience and coping mechanisms they have employed to thrive. Finally, there 
is broader significance to be discovered for all women, in fact for all people, by promoting 
research that allows the voices and the experiences of violence against Ladinas be heard, and to 
the strength, heart, and endurance with which Ladinas thrive.  
  
LADINA WOMEN MAKE SENSE OF LIVED REALITIES 50 
CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore and understand the lives of 
five Ladina women, specifically how they make sense of their faith, oppression, and service in a 
patriarchal evangelical culture. According to Charmaz (2006), respect is demonstrated when the 
researcher makes concerted efforts to learn about the views and actions of study participants and 
tries to understand the group’s experiences from their perspective. With this in mind, a 
qualitative study allowed me as the researcher to explore the lives of these women more deeply 
and with greater consideration to the complexities and nuances of their lived experiences. In this 
section, I discuss the methodological approach I used to best answer my research questions. 
Then, I provide my rationale for why I selected a phenomenological methodology. Next, I 
discuss the data processing in the study that includes data collection and analysis. Finally, I 
present a description of the participants and explain the ethical implications and potential bias in 
my study. 
Design 
 Qualitative research done in a natural setting, using descriptive data gleaned from 
interviews, transcripts, observations and document analysis, enhances the study of a topic like 
this (Bazely, 2013; Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2013). Analysis is inductive and 
deductive, allowing the researcher to generally determine patterns and themes (Creswell, 2013). 
A researcher engages “in a qualitative study to focus on observing, describing, interpreting… the 
way that people experience, act on, or think about themselves and the world around them” 
(Bazeley, 2013, p. 4).  I selected a qualitative study that focuses on interviews so that the voices 
of the women were amplified and placed at the center of this study, something uncommon for 
marginalized groups (Tuhiwai Smith, 2005; Mohanty, 2003). In conducting this research, I aimed 
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to provide a better understanding of the women’s lived realities and highlight the ways in which 
they overcame the societal constraints that culture and religion placed on them. Furthermore, I 
intended to move from an understanding of their local condition to what Harper (1992) describes 
as “concept development” (as cited in Bazeley, 2013, p. 4). Identifying local themes alone will 
not contribute to theory development or deep qualitative analysis. With this in mind, as Creswell 
(2013) states, gaining a deeper understanding about features of the phenomenon and how they 
connect to research findings in comparable studies provides the researcher tools to develop 
practices or policies for further implementation. 
Phenomenology 
According to Creswell (2013), using a phenomenological approach allows the researcher 
to examine the phenomenon for several individuals that share lived experiences of a “concept or 
a phenomenon” (p. 76). Consequently, this approach attempts to “understand the meaning of 
events and interactions to ordinary people in particular situations” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 
25). The focus of this research was to examine how the participating women made sense of their 
experiences of faith, oppression, and service in a patriarchal evangelical culture. A 
phenomenological study allowed me to conduct personal interviews, listen to their voices and 
engage with the women in a culturally sensitive manner, paying careful attention to gestures and 
nuances revealed through the interviews. As the observer in this process, I took detailed 
descriptive field notes which helped interpret the data (Creswell, 2013). Above all, the 
participants’ voices opened a window of understanding into how they developed resiliency 
within the challenges of life in a patriarchal, oppressive context. 
According to Bogdan and Biklen (2007), the meaning and interpretation participants 
placed on their lived experiences is essential and constitutive to the experience itself. As the 
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researcher, it was central that I understood the behaviors and processes by which participants 
defined their experience. For this reason, a phenomenological study was conducive to my 
research as I sought to understand how the women knew and interpreted their own realities. 
Selection of Participants 
The purpose of my study was to examine how women made meaning of their experience 
of faith, oppression, and service in a patriarchal evangelical culture. I followed Creswell’s, 
(2013) “data collection activities” (p.146) in locating the participants for the study. 
There were originally six participants but one decided not to be part of the study after the 
interview for personal reasons, an option made available to all women, but chosen by only one. 
She made this decision far enough into the research process that I could not identify another 
potential participant in time to include a sixth woman in the study.  
All five women shared the criteria I prioritized for this study: they currently work as site 
leaders for a Christian Mission Organization (CMO) in Guatemala; they hold university degrees; 
they are all unmarried; they identify as Ladina; they have worked with and mentored some of my 
students. These common characteristics provided a strong set of shared criteria from which to 
examine the individual lives of each participant. 
My relationship with these women is based on a connection through the university at 
which I am employed. The university is connected with a CMO that has a base of operations in 
El Monte, Guatemala. This connection made it easier to identify and invite the women to 
participate. In order to conduct the qualitative research described earlier in this proposal, I 
traveled to Guatemala and conducted the interviews in person. Before my travels, I 
communicated with the women through email or phone and established meeting times (Appendix 
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A). I also provided the consent form for them to see and sign in advance (Appendix B) and the 
entire interview protocol was translated into Spanish (Appendix C).  
Data Collection  
The overarching goal of this phenomenological study was to explore how five women 
make sense of their experience of faith, oppression, and service in a patriarchal evangelical 
culture. Charmaz (2006) suggests that the quality - and credibility - of a study begins with the 
data the researcher has gathered. Rich data are characterized as detailed, focus and full. This kind 
of data reveals participants views, feelings, intentions, and actions as well as the contexts and 
structures of their lives” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 13).   
The location of this study was outside of the country where I reside, leading me to follow 
the Institutional Review Board’s (IRB) international protocols. My adherence to these protocols 
made sure my study was conducted in a “culturally sensitive manner” (Bogdan and Biklen, 2007, 
p. 87). 
My commitment to conducting in-person interviews, while foundational to my approach 
as a researcher, introduced a level of complication related to scheduling the conversations, 
especially with two participants who had extraordinarily busy schedules. Despite this, and 
limitations defined by my need to travel to Guatemala from my home in the United States, the 
participants and I succeeded in allocating necessary time to engage in thoughtful, thorough semi-
structured interviews. 
Semi-structured interviews.  Semi-structured interviews allow the researcher to 
implement a number of predetermined questions, while allowing the interviewee the freedom to 
digress, or elaborate far beyond the answers (Berg, 2012, p. 112). If the interviewee should 
digress, the researcher can respond with follow-up questions or redirection back to the 
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predetermined questions, depending on the discernment of the researcher. This conversational 
style of interview describes all of the interviews I conducted with the participants. 
Being a Spanish native speaker proved to be advantageous as it allowed me to conduct 
the interviews in Spanish, using the semi-structured questions I had prepared. All of the 
participants speak Spanish and only one is fluent in English; with this research participant, I 
began the interview in English, per her request, but we switched to Spanish early in the interview 
as she realized that the conversation would feel more open and informal.  
I met with each participant individually in a “determined place to conduct the interviews” 
(Creswell, 2013, p. 165). I began each interview by making sure the participants were 
comfortable in the physical space and comfortable with the process. I did this by reviewing the 
purpose of the study, the research process and the consent forms. I then allowed a generous 
amount of time for them to ask clarifying questions before beginning the interview. My 
understanding of the Guatemalan culture prompted me to approach each conversation with 
sensitivity and patience as the women relaxed and eased into their readiness to begin the 
interview. I also remained cognizant of the difficult nature of some of the questions and made 
sure to allow sufficient time for the women to become comfortable and ready to participate in the 
research.  
Once the women expressed readiness and I sensed that everything possible had been done 
to ensure a comfortable and safe environment, I began to ask the prepared questions. I allowed 
the conversation to develop naturally and only introduced a follow-up question if the information 
I sought was not discussed. Sometimes I would “intervene respectfully” for clarification, but 
then resume to the conversation (Creswell, 2013, p. 166). Each interview lasted 90 -120 minutes. 
Upon conclusion of the interview, I expressed gratitude for their participation and, again, invited 
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questions or concerns about the process. When the interviewee and I were both satisfied that 
everything had been said, she left the interview location and I began to record my observations.  
When I transcribed the audio recordings, I saw the need to seek further clarification from 
two participants and initiated a follow-up conversation via WhatsApp. Both women responded to 
my invitation for a follow-up conversation; one such conversation happened through video 
conferencing and the other through voice recordings that clarified the questions I asked. The 
notes I recorded during these conversations were added to the original notes from the initial 
interviews. 
Field notes. My practice of note-taking after each interview was critical in helping me 
articulate how I arrived at my conclusions (Bazeley, 2013). For this reason, I consciously 
documented my reflections and observations. When identifying themes, I intentionally analyzed 
the data as I looked “for significant statements, meaning units, textual and structural descriptions 
and description of the ‘essence’” (Creswell, 2013, p.105). Most importantly, reflecting on the 
notes added value to the analysis (Bogdan and Biklen, 2007). I found the field notes an essential 
piece to complement the interviews, along with the audio recording and corresponding 
transcripts.  
With the consent of the participants, the interviews were also audio-recorded and later 
transcribed and translated into English. The audio recordings complemented my observation 
comments (OC) and helped to capture the full interview experience. The combination of audio 
recordings and detailed notes expanded my observational capacity and allowed me to pay careful 
attention to words, posture, body language and cadence of the participants. 
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Data Analysis 
 Processing the data included recording the interviews, transcribing the 
conversations through electronic devices, and translating them from Spanish to English. I used 
Rev to record the conversations. I then transcribed the interviews and selected segments I 
deemed most important to the study; these are the segments I translated into English. I edited the 
women’s comments for clarity only and preserved the speaker’s intonation and flow as much as 
possible.  
Coding. Once I completed the transcription and translation, I was able to examine the 
data for themes. I listened to each audio recording and recorded notes by hand, a helpful yet 
labor-intensive process. Handwriting my thoughts, observations and questions, using a line-to-
line coding method, allowed me to identify themes as they emerged from the data. As Creswell 
(2013) describes, I began to experience the phenomenon through my process of analysis.  
I read through each written transcript several times to obtain an overall feeling for them. I 
also identified phrases the women repeated or sentences that pertain directly to each women’s 
experience. This was done through writing on the margins of the transcripts. I decided not to use 
Nvivo software mainly because the number of the participants was small but, also, working with 
my hands on paper gave me a closer connection to the data. Holding the paper and codes in my 
hands allowed me to have a better sense of possible groupings and theme strength. I color-coded 
broad categories and began to group or cluster them into possible themes. By the end of this 
process, I had 17 codes and five main themes from the data. I formulated meanings from the 
codes and clustered them into themes common to all the participants.  
The process of reading for themes and coding my observations led to new sets of 
questions and levels of knowledge (Bazley, 2010, p. 149). I thus gained a better understanding of 
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the essence of the participants’ experiences, but this expansion of my thinking also helped to 
uncover relationships and tensions found within data in particular situations (Bogdan & Biklen, 
2007). I continued this multifaceted process of data analysis until connections and intersections 
in the data were clear and solid themes emerged. I was then able to integrate these results, and 
my observations, into an in-depth description of the phenomena (Huberman and Miles, 1994; 
Creswell, 2013). 
Ethical Considerations   
When conducting qualitative research, one must address a number of ethical concerns 
related to the research design. One way I protected the participants in my study was by using 
fictional names and workplaces. Because I conduct routine work in Guatemala, it would be easy 
to identify the place of my research, so I took measures to protect the anonymity of the 
participants. In particular, I assessed concerns related to my involvement with the organization, 
the data and data analysis, and my role as director of a program that works closely with the 
participants. Moreover, these ethical considerations were carried out in accordance with the 
standards of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of St. Thomas.  
The interviews took place in Guatemala. I had an email or phone conversation with each 
of the women prior to my visit that included the description, objectives and purpose of the study. 
In addition, I asked the interviewees to sign an informed consent form before being interviewed.  
This included the research description, a section on confidentiality, and my contact information 
(Appendix B). I asked the interviewees to tell stories without mentioning particular names in 
order to protect identities and to focus more on the saliency of their experiences.  
In my reporting, I did not include any information that made it possible to identify 
participants or the organization where they work. During and after the interviews, I took field 
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notes to register relevant information that may contribute to the data analysis. All data was kept 
in a secured file on my personal computer. Only I had access to the audio recordings of the 
interviews and any other data collected through my research. All data will be erased after three 
years from the project’s completion date. In addition, I established a clear channel of 
communication with participants so they could easily contact me, as needed. I consistently and 
repeatedly invited participants to express concerns they had regarding their interviews.  
As a feminist, I value the Ladina as women and the rich experiences and perspectives 
they bring. Consequently, I committed to treating the participants with utmost respect, as people 
that have a wealth of knowledge and experiences to share. I am aware of the power differential 
between me, as a representative of the university and leader of the study abroad program, and the 
Ladina participants who are under the leadership of the CMO. I, therefore, approached the 
qualitative research process with care and caution, so as not to place undue stress or pressure on 
the participants or make them feel anything but welcome in our conversations. I welcomed the 
consultative role of my dissertation chair as a measure of accountability and support as I sought 
to maintain the integrity of the study.  
Researcher Reflexivity 
My identity as a researcher influenced the type of research I conducted. This product 
reflects my philosophy and my personal values. My lived experiences, the beliefs of my own 
culture and my values influenced my research. “Whether we are aware of it or not, we always 
bring certain beliefs and philosophical assumptions to our research” (Creswell, 2013, p. 15). I 
have always had a keen interest in seeing how people, particularly women, live in different 
contexts, facing challenges and bringing perspectives to their own realities (Bazeley, 2013). I am 
particularly interested in how women find meaning in their lived experiences, how their culture 
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and history limits or enhances them, what role their gender plays in their ability to achieve their 
goals, and the role of religion in their lives.  
As a Mexican, I speak the same language, understand many of the cultural nuances and 
identify some similarities with the participants. Bogdan and Biklen (2007) emphasize the 
importance of avoiding “border crossing” (p. 93). Trespassing cultural differences through 
preconceived assumptions and biases, such as my own social location from a middle-class 
background, could easily happen. Moreover, using qualitative methods is, in many ways, a 
means of entering research participants’ worlds. I respected the participants’ perspectives and 
tried to understand their own practices, even though their perspectives differed from my own. 
This allowed me as the researcher to have integrity in my study and will validate and add to the 
richness of the data (Charmaz, 2006). 
I also incorporated the theories that inform my analysis, which include violence theory, 
intersectionality and category tension theory. These theories play a role in my philosophical 
assumptions and the framework of my research. As a feminist working with qualitative methods 
was the most appropriate match for helping me understand experiences from the participants’ 
own frame of reference (Olesen, 2011). 
As the researcher, I spent a considerable amount of time collecting and reviewing data.  
Bogdan and Biklan (2007) point out the responsibility of the researcher to “continuously 
confront [her] own opinions and prejudices, adding knowledge and not to pass judgment” (p. 
38). With this in mind, I conducted this study to understand and gain insight into the lived 
experiences of the women as they make sense of their lives of faith, service and oppression in a 
patriarchal Evangelical culture.  
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Conclusion 
 I selected qualitative research methods for my study of five Ladina women and 
their ability to make sense of their realities, particularly regarding how they developed resilience 
in the face of significant oppression. Although other methods are available, phenomenological 
insight gleaned through a qualitative approach was best suited to my particular research question. 
This approach allowed for the voices of the participants to be amplified and positioned in the 
center of analysis and identification of themes. This approach aligns with my values as a 
researcher and allowed for the most salient insights to emerge. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 
The five women who participated in this study are all unmarried, university-educated 
Ladina women. My relationship with these women began with a connection through the 
university at which I am employed. I direct the program that works with a Christian Mission 
Organization (CMO) in El Monte, a rural community in Guatemala. This particular CMO 
facilitates community development sites that connect local leaders with visiting university 
students to meet direct needs of the community. I met the participants for this study, who are 
each employed by the organization through this CMO. 
Narrative Summaries 
This chapter tells the stories of these women. My research originally included six women, 
but one decided against having her information used in this study. Although there are significant 
commonalities among the five participants, each woman has unique circumstances, influences, 
aspirations and perspectives that shape her narrative of resiliency. The following sections include 
many direct quotations from the participants, including some excerpts that reflect Spanish 
grammar and communication style. I edited the women’s comments for clarity only and 
preserved the speaker’s intonation and flow as much as possible. I will briefly outline the aspects 
of identity held in common by the five participants before introducing each woman in detail.  
All women involved in my research identified as belonging to a lower-middle working 
class. All five women have a strong faith in God and are committed to working in their church, 
yet they come from different evangelical backgrounds. They all discussed the importance of their 
education and how it has opened doors for them. The majority experienced poverty, violence and 
hardship within their family of origin.  
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They each have a unique story of how they came to work for the CMO, yet share a 
common understanding of the two-fold purpose of their work in the community. The first is 
doing the CMO’s work at their leadership sites, which includes formal and informal mentoring 
of foreigners that come for short-term missions or to study in Guatemala. The second purpose is 
related to the lived realities of Guatemalan women. All the participants share a common desire to 
advocate for women through education and want to stop the effect of cultural systems that 
condone inequality and gender violence in the lives of women. These systems keep women 
constrained by beliefs and traditions that serve to reinforce male dominance over women through 
routine prejudice and discriminatory actions.  
I will now share the stories of individual participants using their own voices as they 
describe their experiences with gendered violence, patriarchal systems and inequality. Their 
stories also include strategic decision and influences that helped them navigate these challenges. 
Table 4.1 introduces the research participants using demographic information (altered to protect 
their identities) and abuse they endured, if any. 
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Mireya 
I learned about Mireya la doctora [the doctor] as referred to in the community through 
some of my students who worked under her mentorship while interning at the same clinic. A 
woman in her mid-forties who was born and raised in Guatemala City, she self-identifies as a 
working-class Ladina. After a frenzied scheduling process, I finally sat with Mireya to hear her 
story; she faced me across her desk, considering me with piercing eyes through her wide-framed 
glasses. Before I could finish asking my first question, she held my gaze with what appeared to 
be as a no-nonsense approach to the interview and stated, “Voy a empezar de cuando era 
pequeña” [I will start from when I was little]. This began her non-stop narration, beginning with 
a brief description of her family composition and dynamics.  
Mireya had four siblings from her father’s previous marriage. He never showed any 
affection to her siblings or her mother and pushed away any physical contact, especially from her 
Table 4.1 Self-Reported Participant Information 
 
Name Age Profession Marital Status Parents Types of 
Abuse 
 
      
Mireya 44 Doctor in 
Medicine 
Single Mother alive Domestic, 
verbal, sexual, 
Gloria 32 Educator Single Both deceased Verbal, 
spiritual, 
domestic 
Sofia 
 
48 Accountant Divorced Both alive Verbal spouse 
alcoholic father 
Berenice 58 Social Worker Single Mother alive Vicariously 
alcoholic father 
Natalia 27 Speech 
Pathologist 
Single Both alive Vicarious 
violence, 
poverty 
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brothers. Her mother was extremely submissive to her father. Mireya also considers the church 
to be a formative influence of her childhood, particularly its emphases on scripture memorization 
and missionary work, as exemplified by this quote: 
They told stories of missions and the lives of the missionaries. In this time, 
practically 90% of the examples were about North Americans. But one day, they 
told us a story about a Guatemalan who, as an engineer, went to work in the 
deserts of Africa...and his job was to help build wells. This was the way in which 
he introduced the Gospel to the people in the community. This impacted me 
because previously I always thought, in context of the system, “gosh, the Gringos, 
they have this, they have that, and we have nothing” right? But when I heard this 
story, of this professional working there, I thought we can do this, too. 
Mireya was greatly impacted by this man’s example; she internalized a deep value for 
education at this young age, seeing how it could make a difference in the world. She took 
literally the biblical teaching that children instructed in His [God’s] paths would not depart from 
it. For Mireya, the logical path was to be an educator: “I was going to be a teacher because I 
wanted to teach as a missionary, a doctor to help the sick in the communities and learn how to 
sew, mainly, because all the missionaries taught in [rural] communities.”  
Once Mireya received her teaching certificate, she developed an ambition to become a 
doctor for people in poor communities. Sewing would become a means of support along that 
path because, “people forget about missionaries,” according to her father. Mireya’s parents felt 
differently about her aspirations; her father was not supportive of Mireya’s educational or 
vocational goals, holding to the traditional view of women as only suited to domestic work. Her 
mom had experience with business and working outside the home, leading her to offer more 
support. Although her father provided their basic needs, he refused to fund anything beyond 
elementary school. Mireya shared,  
My dad said that we should just go to elementary school and then come back to 
help cook and clean in the house. And mom, no, she worked and was good at 
business and had a few rentals in which she helped pay for our school. 
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Reflecting a slight expansion of his beliefs about work outside the home, Mireya’s father 
eventually assented to his other children working after high school. He even assisted Mireya’s 
siblings in finding jobs that required no advanced education. Conversely, Mireya’s pursuits were 
met with disdain.  
When asked her about her father’s dismissive comments towards her, Mireya recalled, “I 
was the only one that was a dreamer. I always wanted to be something.” Her father wanted to see 
all of his children established and working, a path that did not include a more prestigious job in 
the future, especially at a time when she did not have anything saved up. “He was really mad 
when I didn’t take the teaching position because I wanted to study medicine. He found all of my 
siblings positions after high school and I was the only one that didn’t take the position.” 
However, despite all the tensions, she affirmed, “I am different from my siblings,” in that she did 
not follow their steps and do something just to please her father. 
Mireya originally intended to become a surgeon, but changed her mind to pediatrics after 
growing in her awareness of how women and children were treated in society. The tipping point 
in her decision, as she referred to it, was more personal:  
Well, my dad was very machista [macho], so I saw him treat her [my mother] 
more like a maid rather than a wife, and wasn’t very loving to my mom. When my 
mom would cook, “how delicious,” he would say, “that, you cook well.” And so, 
when they would fight, my mom would cook my dad something that he liked as 
some form of reconciliation. 
 Witnessing first-hand the socially accepted, patriarchal practices imposed on women 
made a significant impact on Mireya’s personal and professional life. In addition to changing the 
focus of her medical training, she also made the decision to never get married. She relayed her 
approach to this decision as follows, 
 My dad was always responsible. We never lacked food. But I kept saying, ‘how 
ugly.’ And it made me not want to get married, because I didn’t want to be a 
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housemaid for my husband. And I saw that it wasn’t just my dad but it was very 
common throughout Guatemala. 
Mireya felt that remaining single was the only way she could avoid the mistreatment and 
limited opportunities of women imposed by their husbands.  
Mireya persisted through medical school, despite a constant struggle with finances. She 
managed to get through medical school with her mother’s moral and limited financial support, 
gestures extended behind her father’s back. In many ways, Mireya internalized the tension 
between her parents. She reported vacillating between self-doubt and a dogged determination to 
achieve her goals, despite the odds stacked against her. 
Mireya experienced multiple, intersecting layers of discrimination and oppression as a 
woman in Guatemala. Widespread and deeply rooted cultural mores, along with her father’s 
restrictive mindset, had a compounding effect on Mireya. She described it this way: 
It was because I was a woman that I couldn’t study. It was because I was a woman 
that I couldn’t drive. Because I was a woman, I couldn’t do a lot of things. So, I 
said...um...these things challenged me a lot, because I was a woman, I wasn’t 
supposed to study or think, and I cried a lot to God for help during this time. But I 
continued to study and work hard to be someone. I cried a lot to God for help 
during this time. But I continued to study and work hard to be someone, so that I 
could advocate for women and help children be something in this world. 
Mireya emphasized how her faith in God empowered her to rise above these abusive and 
discriminatory situations. 
Mireya recalled the significance of traveling and working abroad before and during her 
medical training. Her first experience outside of her home country was to stay with her sister in 
Miami, Florida. Mireya’s sister helped her get a visa and paid for her travels and living expenses 
while she stayed in Miami and worked as a nanny. The family that employed her treated her well 
and she was able to save money for medical school. This arrangement lasted six months, which 
was the point of renewal for her visa. Mireya decided to return to Guatemala instead of extend 
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her visa for two primary reasons. The first was pressure from her sister to get married, a route 
Mireya had already determined she did not want to take. Marrying in the US as an 
undocumented, non-English speaker would mean, “I would have to work in a factory in the US 
for the rest of my life and never return to Guatemala to be a doctor. I would have felt like a 
failure.”  
Additionally, Mireya met a Guatemalan surgeon in Miami who encouraged her to return 
to Guatemala and pursue medical school. He suggested she return to the US for a residency after 
completing her degree. Mireya became animated as she recalled the details of her time in the 
United States and her decision to return to Guatemala for medical school. She had prayed much 
about this decision and felt confident that she was doing the right thing.  
Mireya went on to describe her experience with medical school and, later, residency. 
Although she knew she was in the right place, her challenges were far from over. She had a 
pervasive feeling of academic inadequacy and, in her third year, faced a professor who was 
verbally abusive. She recalled: 
It was my third year in medical school, pathology. He was a pathologist. And he 
didn’t just humiliate me, he humiliated all the other women in the program. And 
since he was the only man, he would do it often. And after a while, I would start 
to believe it. And my father at home didn’t help either. He would say, ‘for what 
reason are you studying and not working?’  
The unending stream of harassment, discrimination and belittlement from influential 
male figures in her life occasionally eroded her faith and confidence. The mental and emotional 
strain of having her abilities and worth questioned took a toll on her, but things got even worse 
during her residency at a small-town hospital. Mireya narrated her experience of being sexually 
and emotionally abused by male colleagues and supervisors: 
We weren’t friends. We just worked together. But one day, he came to my house 
and he told me, ‘Today, you are mine. You can’t leave today because you are 
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mine.’ Wow...I said...he tried to rape me but didn’t succeed. Other people at the 
hospital also molested me and even my brother-in-law had tried to abuse me but 
he didn’t succeed either. But when he came and said to me that ‘you are mine,’ 
this really scared me. I felt a lot of fear. And then we began to fight...he hit me for 
not doing what he wanted. 
Experiences like this increased Mireya’s resolve to educate women of their rights and 
advocate on their behalf.  
At a different point in Mireya’s life, she had an intimate relationship with an abusive man 
that left her particularly vulnerable to confusion and deep insecurities about God’s provision and 
protection. As she sought God’s guidance, her perpetrator would pivot between affection and 
abuse. She felt confused when he nursed her back to health when she was sick. “Why is he so 
nice to me now when he was abusing me before? I asked God, why do you permit this? Is this 
going to be my husband?” She interrupted her narration to explain, “It was a slow confusing 
process, one day he is abusing me, threatening to kill me, another he was caring.” She smiled and 
told me, “This really happened, it was pathological.”  
She recounted the domestic routines they settled into, with her ironing his clothes and 
becoming dependent on him while he took care of her. Although the relationship was eventually 
“more normal,” she recognized her moral dilemma and felt convicted. “I knew that God was not 
pleased by this relationship.” She knew she had to leave him.  
During the time of this “inner turmoil,” Mireya began to look for an opportunity to go to 
India. Travelling across the world as a missionary doctor served as a turning point, allowing her 
to distance herself from this stressful and destructive relationship and gain a new perspective. 
She told of a specific encounter that catalyzed a change in her resolve: 
I remember one day while walking in Delhi, a man was staring at me with such an 
intensity. This bothered me so I stared back, then my friend told me not to stare 
back because it was dangerous. Being in India and this mission trip was very 
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important. I think coming back to Guatemala after this trip gave me strength to be 
able to end the situation that I had been living in for some time. 
At her return, Mireya remembered her friend’s caution against holding a man’s gaze and 
realized, “women in India were probably worse treated, as bad or even worse than in 
Guatemala.” She felt emboldened by her experiences in India and the reframing of what she 
wanted out of life; she determined to break off the relationship that was such a strain on her 
personal identity and capacity to pursue her vocational goals. She tried to end the relationship, 
but he kept coming back and would not accept her refusal. At this point, Mireya moved hospitals 
and returned home. It was only when the relationship with the abusive man ended that she 
realized how far she had distanced herself from friends and people in her community.  
This abusive relationship caused Mireya to experience a significant challenge in her faith. 
There was a dissonance between her sense of God’s calling on her life and the abuse she endured 
as a student, resident and medical professional. Her questions about God’s protection were tied 
to similar questions of her father and his role in her life.  
These difficult relational challenges did not dissuade Mireya from ultimately achieving 
her goal. She became a pediatrician and now works in a family practice clinic. Her strong sense 
of vocation and calling was punctuated by several people and experiences that helped to shape 
her life trajectory. These influences converged and eventually became a commitment to help 
women who were trapped in oppressive, patriarchal circumstances. She described this purpose as 
follows: 
So many [women] were prostitutes because they were sold into it or that it was 
their only way of making money. And they couldn’t get out of the system either! 
But the only way that they could get out was if they found a man to marry and no 
longer had to sell themselves. This was another sign to me that I wanted to work 
with women. 
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This final word from Mireya captures her compassionate, tenacious spirit and illustrates 
why she is able to make a positive impact on her community today. 
Gloria 
Gloria indicated she was feeling somewhat nervous as we began our conversation, yet she 
was attentive to my explanation of the research and her role as an interview participant. She is 32 
years old and single. She has a BA in psychology and works as the leader of the special 
education site for a Christian Mission Organization (CMO) at El Monte, Guatemala. As a 
student, Gloria worked for a non-profit Catholic Jesuit organization (JO) where many people 
with disabilities lived or used as a medical facility. This was a challenging environment, she 
recalled, where people with disabilities were brought, yet many times left there, unclaimed, “but 
a place where I learned to see the humanity of people beyond their disabilities.” After 
graduation, she transitioned to work full-time at the CMO. She leads the special education site 
and is also a mentor to the foreign interns that work at the organization. As a leader, she is direct 
and caring, easily able to establish relationships with her students.  
As we continued our conversation, Gloria became more comfortable and relaxed as she 
began to narrate aspects of her childhood: 
I'm the youngest of six siblings and the five older ones are married and I'm the 
only one who is single. Ladina. My father died when I was two years old and then 
my mother died when I was 15. When my mother was alive, I used to go to the 
Catholic Church so I was a Catholic then, when I moved to my uncle’s house I 
realized he was a pastor so it was hard for me at the beginning because it was two 
different things being a Catholic and a Christian but out of respect they never 
forced me to go to a Christian or an evangelical church. This uncle helped me pay 
for part of my schooling.  
Gloria is emphatic on the difference between being a Catholic and an evangelical 
Christian. This reflects a larger cultural distinction in Latin America; people refer to converting 
to Christianity when they leave the Catholic church. Her specification of the respectful way her 
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uncle responded to her faith commitment is notable because Gloria observed tension in many 
other families when someone leaves the original faith and joins a different one. 
As she began to tell me about her formal education, Gloria’s comments were punctuated 
by long hesitations. Gloria needed additional time to finish high school because attending school 
meant being away from her siblings, so her high school education was interrupted to allow her to 
be near family. She tried to juggle working and studying, but found it to be virtually impossible. 
“It took me some years…to go back to finish my last year of Bachillerato.” Gloria did finish this 
last year of high school; at this point in her story, her posture shifted to convey more confidence 
and engagement in our conversation.   
Gloria adjusted her posture and began to talk assuredly about the importance of her 
school and work for the CMO. She explained the involvement CMO had with the Jesuit 
Organization to provide emotional, financial and spiritual support to patients with no resources.  
In a factual manner and with little emotion she spoke about the two organizations:   
I began to work for CMO in 2008, and went to school on the weekends. Working 
with this organization I saw the importance of my career; I really didn't have clear 
objectives or much purpose. I didn’t know why I was studying psychology, but 
what was clear was that I wanted to know more and understand more about 
people and how they behaved.   
As she began to work for the organization and help those in need, she “saw the 
connections with my studies and the things I was seeing and doing by working at JO.”  The 
population she was working with had a profound impact on Gloria. During the interview, she 
emphasized that she appreciated and understood “the emotional being of people that have 
disabilities.”  
Gloria incorporates things she has learned from working with those in need into her 
leadership. She summarized her understanding of leadership as someone who teaches, guides, 
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and facilitates, but from a position of walking alongside, not in front. Gloria discussed her 
leadership style this way: 
My role is to provide a way where they can discover or begin to see a purpose of 
why they are here, what they want to do, if it's in an area similar to this one. I 
would say that my role is to expose students to ways to love and respect people 
with different capacities and different to us, people that are outcasts, people that 
have been abandoned mostly because of their disabilities. 
Despite her passion and enthusiasm, Gloria understands that working at JO has its 
challenges and is not for everyone. “Not every student or visitor wants to work or volunteer, 
because it makes them uncomfortable.” It can be a place of tension and fear, where the 
incongruencies and disconnects, the big questions, as she framed it, “los ¿por qués?” [the whys?] 
about God and the world are asked. 
Gloria identifies as lower or working class and developed a strong work ethic early in her 
life. After both of her parents died, she had to work to support herself. As a child, she remembers 
going with her mother to work at a Co-op funded by the U.S. to sort lettuce and a variety of 
vegetables for export. Working from an early age and having different jobs was not a challenge 
for her, at least in her recollections during the interview. Today, however, not being able to 
communicate proficiently in English does limit her ability to advance in her career and hinders 
her potential for achieving greater wealth.  
When asked about the challenges working in a cross-cultural setting, Gloria smiled. “The 
language barrier is the first one.” She elaborated on this initial statement and also addressed other 
limitations she has experienced as a working woman in her community: 
When I began to work with CMO I did not speak a word of English - that was five 
years ago, I had a limit there because I could not communicate, I could not 
understand, I could not speak their language. I'm not fluent in English now but I 
can defend myself well, I think. I believe I have overcome this limit that was a 
language barrier. Another thing that I think limits me is not having a car and not 
knowing how to drive. I don’t have one because my budget does not allow me to 
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buy and maintain one. Gas is very expensive and it's cheaper to use public 
transportation.  
Even though she has learned to understand aspects of the American culture through 
working at CMO, she is constantly reminded, through small nuances, of the differences in 
communication style, cultural norms and expectations in her daily work. The students Gloria 
works with are also navigating cultural differences; for them, everything is foreign, new and 
different. Gloria expressed empathy for them, knowing what it is like to navigate unfamiliar 
cultural systems. 
Gloria’s second challenge in working for a US mission organization is having to raise 
financial support. The first two years working at CMO, employees are hired on contract and 
receive a monthly stipend of $400. After two years, CMO expects the local Guatemalan workers 
to raise their own funding by inviting family, friends, former colleagues and students, and others 
in their personal networks to contribute to their salary. This has been challenging for Gloria, in 
part because of the time required for support-raising and her reliance on written communication 
since she cannot afford to travel and meet with people directly. 
According to Gloria, the Christian Mission Organization provides a safe and caring place 
to work, a reality for which Gloria is grateful. She reflected on the personal and professional 
growth she has experienced as an employee of CMO and feels valued and cared for by the 
organization. However, stark differences emerge when considering the lifestyles of foreign and 
local staff and these differences can weigh heavily on Gloria. She explained her observations this 
way: 
The difference is that we don’t have the same set of rules between locals and 
foreigners.  Foreigners commit to three years working here, we as locals don't. 
The differences that I do see is in terms of how they live and how we live. They 
can rent nicer apartments or houses in gated communities, they may have the 
ability to pay for someone to help them clean their homes, they have nice cars and 
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they can go back to United States once a year to fundraise, that allows them to do 
so. I don’t make enough to rent an apartment or go anywhere. I own my small 
house my parents left me. I could not afford to pay rent. I would have to live 
probably with my family instead of living independently. We are expected to raise 
support; we can’t afford to travel so our funding has to be done via letter and that 
is very limited. 
Gloria has learned to navigate these differences and she remains grateful for her work, yet 
wishes it was more financially equitable among all CMO employees. 
Gloria went on to share astute observations about how gender intersects with leadership 
and participation within the organization, community, church and personal lives of her 
colleagues. The CMO leadership is predominantly foreign men; foreign women function in a 
complementary capacity to their husbands as they tend to their homes and oversee the 
homeschooled education of their children. Community sites are mostly run by local women. 
Gloria contrasted the peaceful working environment of the CMO with the more chaotic, 
unpredictable and discriminatory environments where many Guatemalan women work. In this 
way, the CMO is an oasis for educated, confident women like Gloria who want to contribute to 
society, despite experiences of sexism and discrimination for being more educated than men. 
Growing up, Gloria experienced sexism from family members who disapproved of her 
wanting to go to school. She summarized her experiences this way: 
When I was in elementary school, there was a time when money was very tight 
and, in the town where I live, for example, my brother-in-law would tell me, 
“you're a woman; you don't need to study, just stay home. Women shouldn't 
work.” Your role as a woman is to find a man and he should take care of you. 
Women should not work or go to school but stay at home. My sister married him 
when she was 14 years old, so she did not finish school; she just went to fourth 
grade. This is his idea of women. For girls in the rural areas it is very hard for 
them to keep studying.  
Gloria recognizes socially-structured and culturally-enforced gender inequality 
[“machista”] on a daily-basis. Men and women follow learned behaviors which are very difficult 
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to break and are reinforced within family systems. When considering the impact on women, 
Gloria stated, “Usually these women don't have the courage to break the cycles because they are 
resigned to live the life they have. They don’t see another way out and, obviously, they can't do 
anything by themselves.”   
When Gloria discussed her motivation to do what she does, her demeanor changed, she 
became more engaged in the conversation, and began to speak more expressively. She paused 
and leaned toward the table, suggesting a more intimate story. Gloria began to tell me that, 
although her father died when she was an infant and her family was poor, she was a happy child. 
her reminiscing centered around the role of her mother in shaping her childhood: 
My mother was a great example for me in wisdom, grace and work ethic. She was 
a huge example. Even though she didn't have much studies and she only went to 
second grade she was a very wise woman. Although she had very hard situations 
as a widow and having us and growing up in poverty, she was an example and a 
model. 
Gloria’s greatest inspiration was and is her mother; she credits her mother for instilling 
values in her life and encouraging her as a woman to pursue her dreams. As she spoke, Gloria 
took a deep breath as to contain her emotions, she bit her lip and expressed how much she still 
misses her mother. “When I heard voices tell me that I couldn’t do something [as a women]…I 
would think about her and know that I could do it no matter what.” Gloria emphasized this 
comment by tapping the table; after she said this, she leaned back and continued to speak of her 
motivation to do what she does: 
I want to prove to people, men perhaps, that I [we] could do it. Women can be 
leaders, we can have authority and study and break those patterns that say women 
can’t or should do something else. Thinking how to answer your question, what 
gives me meaning and sense of what I do? Simply, I want to influence young 
women that work with me. My faith is also important. 
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Gloria’s spoke freely about her faith and her transition from a meaningless religious 
affiliation to a deeply personal relationship with God. 
Gloria perceives Guatemalan culture and the Catholic church to be deeply intertwined. 
She considers Catholic affiliation to be not so much about one’s personal faith in Jesus, but about 
tradition and connection to one’s community. Gloria’s faith has evolved from being an assumed, 
yet impersonal, part of her cultural identity to an important part of her life that she chooses to 
cultivate. In recounting her faith journey, Gloria shared that her Catholic faith was not strong and 
it did not provide her with a sense of purpose or direction. Now, she connects her purpose and 
motivation to her faith in God, who she credits with protecting and providing for her. She has 
been able to study and travel abroad and, although Gloria regularly manages with less money 
than she actually needs, she does not see wealth or more materials things as the incentive to 
follow God; she is “okay” with what she has. 
Her closer relationship with God notwithstanding, Gloria has experienced sexism in the 
church for being an educated woman, sometimes directly from the pulpit. She recognized that 
her experience is not unique, but rather reflects larger cultural assumptions about women. She 
described her perspective and personal experiences this way: 
I have also struggled in my church because I finished my university degree. I 
know that this challenged my pastor and although he would not say things 
directly, he would always say indirect comments [suggesting that] I feel superior 
or better than the rest of the congregation because I have studied and have a 
degree. I think what challenges him is the notion that men should be above 
women, have more studies, be in charge, in leadership and women should always 
be a step behind. All this happens in the church setting, where a woman’s position 
should be different but it is not. The church is full of converted “Christian 
machos.” You see situations like mine and much worse everywhere, unfortunately 
culturally we are not taught to call the abuse out, instead you keep quiet and 
endure. I know women’s unequal treatment is everywhere but in countries such as 
mine, it is even worse. Machismo is the head in society; men see this and follow it 
and the families, both fathers and mothers, reinforce this in their children. 
Mothers model these patterns to their daughters and sons. 
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According to Gloria, the church perpetuates this ideology and goes further to tell women 
that suffering has a spiritual purpose. “Instead of providing a place of safety, many times the 
church advises women to endure suffering and take their cross as Christ did. They are told to 
have as many children as God gives them and they will earn indulgences.”  
Gloria’s singleness is another facet of her uniqueness as a Guatemalan woman. There are 
challenges to being single in a culture where marriage and childbearing at a young age is 
expected and revered. She connected her personal situation to the broader culture in this quote: 
It is challenging because I'm 32 years old and single. The culture pushes young 
women to get married even before they are eighteen years old. Sometimes they 
don’t get married, they just run away with their boyfriend, but there is always the 
social pressure. At times it seems that one is looked down upon or deemed less 
valuable when you're not married. 
Despite the cultural pressures toward marriage, being single does not bother Gloria. Still, 
she desires to be in a relationship and have children. She wants this for personal reasons, 
however, and not just to conform to pressure from her family, the church or society in general. 
Gloria rejects the perception that a woman is incomplete as a single person and only becomes 
whole when she is a wife and mother. She stated this position clearly during our conversation, 
saying, “I want to change how women view themselves in regards to men. I mean ‘change’ in the 
sense that women will see themselves as independent and not dependent on men for every single 
situation in life.” Total dependence on men can lead to unhealthy, or even dangerous, situations 
for women, a reality she has witnessed in her own family. Gloria’s sister stayed with an alcoholic 
and abusive husband who treated her as a “doormat” and Gloria herself told of a courageous 
break from a romantic relationship with a man who was holding her back and limiting her 
independence. She chuckled as she admitted her own experience with being a dependent woman: 
 [Laughing] I know, but I am an example of one, I was in an abusive situation 
with my alcoholic boyfriend when I interrupted my schooling. I got pregnant with 
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twins and had a miscarriage after seven months. Losing my babies was extremely 
difficult, but I was a teenager. He kept wanting to see me but I knew I had to leave 
him because of my own experience, although it may seem impossible, some 
women can do it. 
Gloria does not believe her decision to leave is idealistic or out of reach for other women. 
Recognizing the difficulty in breaking cycles of oppression or abuse, and the real danger 
involved in asking for help and reaching out, Gloria wants to see more women become free to 
live their own lives and pursue their dreams. This is the reason she does the work she does. 
Sofía  
 I sat down to interview Sofia after several failed attempts to arrange a time and place 
where we could meet. She listened attentively to each word of my questions. With an eagerness 
to talk about her experiences, this small-statured woman, full of enthusiasm, told me her story. 
She recounted her life as one of many challenges, “Challenges that have made in me the woman 
I am now.” She explained that her life is not one of terrible abuse, neglect or sadness, but rather a 
representation of the isolating and marginalizing reality many women like her live out in silence.  
Sofia lives in Guatemala City, is forty-eight years old, and lives at home with her parents. 
She is an accountant and is the second of six daughters. “We are all women, thank God; we are 
six. My five sisters already have children - I am the only one who does not. My parents have 
always been business people.” When asked about her family heritage, she explained in detail the 
indigenous background of both sides of her family; she, however, identifies as a Ladina. Sofía is 
a clear example of a person who comes from a complete indigenous background, but no longer 
identifies as such, instead seeing herself as a Ladina. She elaborated by describing aspects of her 
identity formation: 
 [My parents] were born in a home where the indigenous race still exists, a little, 
my great grandmother used to wear a typical costume, my grandmother did not 
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want to continue using it, so now my uncles no longer use it, then the tradition 
was lost, but I have it in my blood, this Mayan blood, the indigenous race. 
The two main signifiers to the indigenous Mayan people in Guatemala are the traditional 
corte [costume] and the spoken Mayan language. Sofía’s ethnic identity reflects many in 
Guatemala who have a blended identity of past and present, tradition and modernity. Her lifestyle 
involves traditions and norms that inform everyday situations, but are imperceptible in daily life. 
Notable to me was Sofía’s unequivocal identification as a Ladina, which she described this way: 
Well, I think I consider myself more Ladina because I do not have many customs 
or many habits of the Mayas - the typical costumes, the way they cook, right, 
because that has also been lost because they used to cook with wood and charcoal 
and mud, but now the stove already exists and these are things that are changing 
and are evolving to say in a good way. We are a family that loves receiving 
people; we like to take care of them that is something that the Mayans feel and 
have. 
This strong connection to her Ladina identity was largely formed and shaped by her parents.  
Sofía’s family relationships, especially with her mother and father, played a significant 
and influential role in her identity development and career choice. Although her parents did not 
have the opportunity to get an education beyond fourth grade, the family had a small furniture 
factory that gave them a stable financial position. Their business allowed them to travel and pay 
for extracurricular activities for her siblings and her, something rarely seen in working class 
Guatemalan families. Their family still experienced hardship: “My father struggled with alcohol 
and consequently took money from us, because of his problem, leading the family into financial 
distress.” The little comforts they had decreased and they could no longer keep up with the 
lifestyle they once enjoyed. When referring to her father’s drinking problem, Sofia commented, 
“Losing the factory forced him to ask God for help and this is how we ended up with a small 
stationary store.” Amid all, she recalled hearing her father’s insistent voice, "I do not study, but 
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you do." He recognized the value of education and supported Sofía and her siblings until they 
finished diversificado [high school]. 
Sofia’s father was the dominant and most influential figure in her life; his voice was the 
one she heard in her head many times. He kept his involvement to a minimum in his children’s 
daily affairs, especially their romantic relationships. “I have no doubt he loved us very much, but 
it seemed like he didn’t care to know if we dated or not. Instead his words were demeaning many 
times.” If Sofía did something wrong, he would lash out at her, “You don’t have a brain because 
you did not do as I told you!”   
Although [her father’s] discipline and high expectations motivated her to achieve certain 
goals, the downside was that she was excessively performance-oriented and, in many areas of 
life, Sofía experienced a sense of inadequacy. She internalized his harsh words to a point where, 
she admitted, “I studied business instead of psychology or social work even though it was not 
what I wanted, not only to prove to [my father] that I did have a brain, but also to please him.” 
He treated her siblings differently; they had gymnastics, music and swimming classes, but he 
relied on her to be responsible and expected her to manage the business when he was gone. A 
challenge for Sofia was her inability to contradict her father. Her submissiveness pleased him, 
but angered her. “I think he saw me as the son he never had. Consequently, I would cry out to 
God, maybe I don’t have a brain after all and I am stupid.” 
The dynamics of her mother’s role in the family were complicated. Sofia commented 
about the different sides of her mother; one the one hand, she was submissive, but on the other 
hand, she was fiercely supportive and encouraging of her children’s educational and professional 
goals. “If my father said something, she kept quiet, she really can put up with a lot, she endures a 
lot.” Sofia felt supported by her mother and knew her mother believed in her. “She always told 
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us, ‘I know that you can do it, then she looked at our grades and said, you will do better next 
time.” Her mother would never contradict her father and diplomatically managed to be the 
peacemaker of the family. When Sofía’s father spoke harshly, she would always bring words of 
encouragement to her children. “Mija, you have a [brain], you go for it you can do it!"  
Under the influence of both of her parents, Sofía eventually got a Business 
Administration degree while living at home and working at the family’s small business. She 
finished university and worked as an administrator for three years until an opportunity to get 
involved in missions came up. For her, growing up in the Catholic church did not have much 
meaning, except for the ritualistic aspect of attending mass sporadically on Sundays. A turning 
point, however, was as a young teenager going for the first time to an evangelical church. Sofía 
elaborated on this experience as follows: 
My sister was the first one who started to go, this and she was the one who invited 
us all, one by one they were going and I was the last one I did not like [it], no I 
did not care about that, either, I was fine in my house but my parents had a 
moment that if they forced me to go then I started to go to please them. Then I 
started to study in an evangelical school, that's where they told me more about 
Jesus Christ… I began to learn more about missions from the church.  
Her introduction to evangelicalism took root and led to a relationship with Jesus and the 
church that has had a lasting impact on her life. 
In subsequent years, Sofía’s involvement in teaching and missions in the Baptist church 
led her to further her studies. In 2004, she got involved in transcultural mission and began to 
travel to other countries in Latin America and lived in Mexico for two years. She went on to 
work with different mission organizations. During this time her relationship with God grew to a 
point where she learned to rely on God’s prompting as confirmation of what she needed to do or 
where to move. “Often, I was invited to join mission organizations, some seemed like great 
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opportunities, then I would ask God if he was calling me to go, and if not to close the doors. This 
is why I am in México.”  
When she was not in Mexico with the mission organization, Sofía’s permanent residence 
was in a small city in Huehutla, Guatemala, the place where she met the man she would later 
marry. Her marriage only lasted six months and the pain from this breakup was still evident in 
her face as she spoke about it. Sofia talked about her divorce as her most challenging life 
experience. “Unfortunately, divorce is very common, and is harder when you think you are doing 
the right thing, following God’s will, and you then find yourself in a mess.” Sofia cannot 
understand the reasons behind the divorce and many unanswered questions still play in her head:  
We got married so quickly and, just like that, everything was over, right, maybe 
we did not see other things that we should have seen. I was 35 when I met him. 
We talked about it and did not think through it more. I do not know, there are still 
many questions there, the answers have not been clear, but everything in its time... 
They stopped talking; he avoided her and cut all communication with her. At first Sofia 
did not want to accept the reality of being dejada [dumped]. She had moments of self-doubt but 
has resigned herself to the reality that God allowed it for a reason. She shared some of her 
reflections on this painful time in her life: 
Sometimes I think a lot about that, many times I started to blame myself, many 
times I said maybe I was not a good wife, I was a virgin when I married, I did not 
know about that, maybe I did not treat him well, maybe I did not get up early. 
Because you think about everything, or maybe I was not good in bed, right ... 
When asked how she felt about being single again, Sofia reflected on the pressure she felt 
from her family and society before she got married. Being single was not an acceptable option, 
and yet here she is again, single, yet wanting to be married. Sofia understands the spiritual 
element to her questions about her divorce and her marital status, in general. She has asked God 
many times if she will marry again, but has decided to focus on her work until that day comes.  
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Sofia’s experience working at CMO has overall been a positive one. She credits this to 
the acceptance Americans extend to people needing a second chance. Her primary challenge in 
her work is not being able to communicate in English. Despite this, Sofia is committed to 
working alongside the women at her community sites. An additional challenge for Sofia related 
to work is her financial situation. “I live at home, this means I can manage. If I didn’t, I could not 
support myself with the money I make.” Sofia has cultivated a contentment with less income 
because she recognizes the inherent limitations of working for a mission organization. She does 
not do the work she does to become wealthy, but is motivated by helping others, especially other 
women. “Work introduces me to women from different walks of life, coming out of abuse, or 
wanting to learn a new trade. I get be with them while they take classes to become seamstress or 
learn to invest through micro-loans.”  
Her dream is to see women in the community begin to raise children differently from how 
they were raised, so that, ultimately, they come to understand their true value. For Sofía, this 
process is intimately connected to Christian faith. She described this connection and influence 
this way: 
I have seen women who understand their worth comes within, from the work 
Christ has done in them, their lifestyle, becomes a reflection of their new-found 
worth. This allows them to be better mothers, spouses, and friends. They 
understand they do not need to stay in abusive relationships. Women begin to 
dream. 
At the end of our long conversation, Sofia looked at me and said, “This is the reason I do 
this. I want to see women’s quality of life improve, I don’t think I am a feminist the way people 
see it here in Guatemala.” Sofia hopes that more women will experience independence and 
freedom in their personal and professional lives. She wants them to choose their own paths for 
education, work and relationships, rather than operate out of fear or under external pressure like 
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she did in her earlier years. Sofia is committed to her community and the women she encounters 
through CMO; her work with women is complex and sometimes difficult, but she calls it a “great 
blessing.”  
Berenice 
Berenice is a 58-year-old woman whose effervescent personality is contagious from the 
first moment she greets you. As she is a strong believer in God, Berenice’s life has included a 
mixture of experiences that she eagerly shares in hopes that others can be encouraged and find 
hope. She agreed to the interview, saying even the thought of participating was an honor, “Si mi 
experiecia de vida ayuda alguna mujer, que más puedo pedir” [If my life experience helps other 
women, what else can I ask?]  
Berenice holds a degree in Education, a BS in Social Work and a Master’s in Education 
Technology. She is single with no children. Berenice spent many years teaching in rural colleges 
in Guatemala. She worked for several non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and held an 
important position at Mundo Hispano, a Christian publishing house. She currently holds a 
leadership position overseeing all the CMO sites in El Monte, Guatemala. Each day she 
commutes four hours from the capital to El Monte to work. Berenice considers teaching, service 
and missions to be the three most important endeavors in her life. Once we got through the 
preliminaries of the interview, Berenice began to narrate her story. 
Berenice currently takes care of her elderly mother who lives in Guatemala City. Her 
father, who is now deceased, struggled all his life with mental illness. She summarized her 
childhood by referencing the following dynamics and challenges: 
I am the eldest daughter of a working-class marriage. My father was a shoemaker. 
He was from a poor family and my mother was a seamstress. Both of them 
worked for a living. Although our resources were scarce, my father instilled in us 
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a love for reading. Both of them went to school up to 6th grade. They had five 
children and were married for 48 years.  
Berenice went on to explain how an experience of her father’s illness impacted her life so 
significantly that it has become a strong influence on the work she does today. She elaborated on 
this influence by sharing this quote: 
When I was about 12 years old, I was a very shy child. During this time, my 
father developed an illness commonly known back then as a nervous system 
problem. We now know it was a neurological degeneration that meant he could 
never be left alone. He developed a type of anxiety; he had to have a crutch or 
something to lean on, and his bicycle became his crutch. Wherever we went, even 
on a bus, if we had to attend a church function, he would take his bicycle with 
him. 
Contrary to what people might think about how this childhood hardship could impact her 
feelings about her father, their relationship was strong. “His situation was difficult and we were 
poor, but the family was together.” His illness affected his work as a shoemaker and newspaper 
deliveryman. Consequently, Berenice began to work delivering newspapers early in the morning 
on her bike, all before she attended school in the afternoons. Although her father’s illness would 
not allow him to seek better work opportunities, he, along with her mother, encouraged Berenice 
to study and stay in school. After earning a teaching degree, she taught elementary school for 
nine years; later, she went back to school to get her Social Work degree. 
Berenice remembered others in a similar situation, with a chronically ill parent and a 
childhood marked by poverty, where domestic violence was a common experience; Berenice’s 
home and family life were different. It was peaceful and she felt safe and loved. However, she 
frequently witnessed violence outside of her home. She remembers, “[living] in a poor 
neighborhood where up to five families lived crowded in one house. We could hear loud, violent 
screaming, knew children were suffering, and this affected me.” She adds, “I wanted to be able 
to help and this is one of the reasons I wanted to be a social worker.”  
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Her passion for serving those in need came at a high price. “I wanted to help alleviate 
people’s needs so much, that I got myself in trouble.” At times she was disappointed when her 
clients chose to revert to old behavioral patterns, engaging again in abusive cycles or deserting 
the aid programs designed to help. Berenice shrugged, defeat etched on her face, “At that time, I 
did not realize or understand that the structural issues plaguing the system were stronger than my 
desire to help.” Years of experience helped her to understand that people in the communities she 
worked with needed to be part of their own empowerment and asset-building. It was not enough 
for outsiders to provide aid; the people themselves needed to be allowed to assert independence 
and work for their own solutions.  
Berenice credits her work in the church with the strengthening of her leadership skills, 
beginning with her role as a national leader of the Baptist Youth when she was very young, a role 
that allowed her to work with other youth in education programs. As a firm believer in the 
importance of teaching biblical principles, she developed youth Bible programs that were 
implemented in different places in Guatemala. This role, and other opportunities in the church, 
helped her gain confidence prepared her for her work now.  
Berenice described her leadership roles in different capacities as she participated in 
different non-governmental organizations (NGOs):   
I worked for a project with International World Organization (IOW) organizing 
groups for development. A time after that, I worked at another organization called, 
Planning International, and my job there as a social worker was to do social and 
economic analysis to find out the needs of squatters in regards to the water, 
electricity, sewage, and housing services. There I learned that poverty does not 
always mean delinquency. 
Her leadership grew to different levels and arenas, including positions working for the 
government, and partnering with United States Agency for International Development (USAID) 
to organize rural communities in need of roads and infrastructure. The international 
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organization’s financial support was contingent upon the community’s participation with 
performing the labor. Unfortunately, as Berenice stated, “While this program lasted ten years, 
there was rampant corruption in the country, leading to the program’s closure.”  
She continued to be involved working with an ecumenical NGO for a shorter time. “This 
non-Christian NGO valued Mayan priests. Here I worked in the most difficult areas invaded by 
squatters in Guatemala City. This was a fantastic experience because of the cultural variety with 
people from all over Central America, all of them undocumented.” Working with these 
communities, Berenice realized she needed to further her education. “I needed to prepare myself 
so I could really help this mixture of people, to advise them correctly. It was the main motivation 
to study again.”  
Berenice highlighted the experience of working with a large international organization, 
Mundo Hispano, as a turning point in her career. This role ignited a new passion in her work with 
women. Although she had been working with women through her roles at different NGOs, her 
new assignment steered Berenice toward advocacy and being alongside women as they fought 
against domestic violence. She wanted to work with women to identify root causes of 
disempowerment and marginalization, which she recognized, “begin at home.” Berenice sought 
to raise awareness among women of the unrecognized and normalized forms of violence they 
face in small and seemingly insignificant ways. She was prompted to do this, in part, because of 
a work experience she described as follows: 
One of my assignments was to write about abuse in the home and my 
investigations led me to find out the extent to which this exists. I was very naïve 
because of my upbringing. As I was conducting some surveys, I ran across some 
cases that caused me to start my fight against violence in the home. Another 
assignment was to conduct workshops for families and young people to help them 
understand what AIDS is and how to avoid it. 
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It was during this time where she began to see the connection with educating not only 
children but their mothers, as well. “I can remember talking to women who were malnourished 
and having their seventh or twelfth child, but refusing to use contraceptives because pastors or 
priests told them it was a sin. It pains me that this happens.” Berenice continued,  
Women in Guatemala, as in many other places, do not know the rights they have 
because it is not modeled to them. Cultural patterns of oppression are reinforced 
and, therefore, believed as common sense. Patriarchy enforces the obligations, the 
roles expected of them but not the rights women inherently have. This is an 
enormous oversight in society.  
Berenice has almost six decades of experience of these cultural and religious dynamics, 
adding to her depth of perspective and resolve to help break cycles of patriarchy. 
When asked if she has personally experienced discrimination, she laughed. “Once, in the 
U.S., our hosts knew we came from Guatemala and assumed we did not use forks or had table 
manners. They literally gestured to us what a hamburger was. Thinking back, it was somewhat 
offensive.”  After a moment of reflection, she continued, “Perhaps Social Work is a profession 
which is gendered, it is associated with women’s work. Maybe this is why I have not felt 
discriminated [against].” 
When talking about her leadership, Berenice clearly described herself as a democratic 
leader, a facilitator that does not impose, but one who guides, leads and motivates toward self-
management. “The Popol-Vuh says, ‘to raise everyone and not to leave anyone behind.’ I prefer 
to use words like ‘let’s do,’ and ‘let’s go,’ instead of telling them, ‘do’ and ‘go.’” Berenice 
preferred to talk specifically and concretely about her style and substance rather than rely on 
generalized labels. For example, she does not identify herself as a feminist, at least not in the 
way most Guatemalans view feminism. She explained, “Feminism in Guatemala is associated 
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with lesbianism. If the meaning is in this context, I am not. I prefer being called a defender or 
advocate of women.” 
Berenice has experienced her work with the CMO to be a blessing in many ways. The 
leadership is very respectful to the Guatemalans. However, she is aware of the gender gap in the 
upper leadership. “There are no women making decisions at the highest levels in the 
organization.” She considers the wives of the male leaders to complement and support their 
husbands. These women participate in functions and accompany their husbands, but do not hold 
office or leadership roles. If she could change something in the organization, she would want to 
see “women as decision-makers and not only followers. It is healthy and a woman’s voice put 
into action is much needed here.” 
There was a time when Berenice considered being single to be a challenge. Many years 
ago, she was in a romantic relationship but after the break-up, she became disillusioned and 
decided never to get married. Now, with the time that has passed, Berenice is open to being 
married, although “I don’t think it was ever a priority.” Her priority today is to work towards the 
transformation of women. She believes that if her society comes together and unites to educate 
women, there will be transformation in Guatemala. This is her passion because, for centuries, 
women in Latin America have been treated as objects, devalued, and not considered as 
significant because they are women. Berenice recognizes the uphill climb women face to live a 
different reality, yet she persists. “I believe that an opportunity should be given to them, although 
sometimes the women themselves don’t believe they deserve or can do it.” 
Natalia 
The youngest of all the participants, Natalia is 28 years old. She is the oldest of three 
daughters and spoke with great confidence, as if she was used to being interviewed. She lives at 
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home with her two parents. She identifies as Ladina, which comes from her father’s side; her 
mother is Afro-Panamanian. She recently began to be more involved with looking after her 
parents. Although he is not elderly, her father suffers from a chronic deteriorating illness that 
requires home medical care and assistance. She has an Associate’s degree in speech pathology 
but does not practice in her profession. She is single and currently not in a relationship. She 
works at CMO, as her father did, where her main responsibilities involve planning and logistics 
for foreign teams who come to Guatemala on short-term missions and semester-abroad 
programs. She uses English at work 95% of the time. For this reason, I began the interview in 
English as Natalia’s proficiency is close to a native speaker’s fluency. However, when she 
changed to Spanish to clarify an idea, the essence of her message was better articulated, making 
the conversation more intimate, so we continued in Spanish. 
When I asked about her proficiency in English, she talked about her bicultural identity. 
“La verdad, experimentamos lo mejor de las dos culturas” [truth being we got to experience 
both sides of the culture]. Natalia and her family lived in Panamá for two years but then 
relocated to Guatemala. The English language came naturally to her. “I really don’t know when 
we started talking in English.” The family’s fluency notwithstanding, they did not speak English 
at home but rather only around the Americans missionaries. Natalia’s parents worked for a 
Christian mission organization for over 30 years and their legal residency status was as nationals. 
Her parents worked with their own communities in Guatemala; even though her father 
understood his people and the culture first-hand, he was never in a leadership position until years 
later when he began working at CMO. Natalia speaks about her early childhood experience as 
follows:  
I was born and raised in Guatemala but my mom is from Panamá and my dad is 
from Guatemala, so, in a way I grew up, you could say, bicultural. I embraced two 
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different cultures. I am a Ladina, the oldest of three sisters. My parents have been 
missionaries now for 35 years. They met when they were both in training for a 
Mission With Youth (MWY).  
Being a missionary from the US is different than being a national one. Although 
we receive financial support from churches in the US, we did not have a base 
church in the US where my parents could go back and raise support, therefore my 
parents had to make due with whatever was given to them. That made things very 
tight and difficult. To give you an example, we never owned a house so we moved 
all the time. As a child, I was never aware of the financial strain my parents had. I 
found out many years later, many nights they went to bed without food, but they 
gave to us what they had so we would not go to bed hungry. I remember there 
were times my father had to work outside jobs at night or sell eggs and dairy 
products to bring food to the table, in addition of all the ministerial work he did.  
Financial constraints and their consequences were a theme in Natalia’s recollection of her 
childhood. The unpredictability of relying on family and friends for financial support created a 
general feeling of instability and expectation of change at a moment’s notice. 
Natalia and her family moved 14 times in 20 years, each time causing upheaval in their 
physical space and personal relationships. Natalia described her experience of this pattern as 
follows: 
We always lived in rented houses. For many years, we had to move because we 
could no longer afford the house we were living in anymore. Looking back, 
anything that lasted more than two years was stable; the rest was a bunch of 
emotions. The hardest times were changing schools and the first week was the 
worst. We never questioned that. We had to pack and leave, leaving friends 
behind. Nothing was permanent. This was one of the hardest things for my father 
as the family’s provider. 
As Guatemalans, our friends were like us or other missionary kids (MKs). I went 
to private schools because my parents valued education, although my parents 
could not afford to send us there, they made sure their limited income was used to 
pay school fees. We also were never homeschooled, ¡eso era para los gringos! 
[That was for the gringos!] We were happy, but since I can remember, we always 
struggled financially.  
Natalia now recognizes some long-term effects of the instability of her early life. “I hate 
change. I guess it is a way to control and keeping permanency.” In reflecting upon her early 
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years and the dynamics of her family life, Natalia readily acknowledged, “I had a loving father 
and nurturing mother, both role models for their daughters and many in the community who were 
impacted by their service. They treated us all equally and taught the values that guide us today.” 
Natalia still remembers the longing she felt for toys and lunch boxes she saw with other 
children, creating a sting to early childhood memories. Her family’s low-income status was 
unique in that it was chosen as part of their vocation as missionaries. Natalia’s parents both came 
from middle class backgrounds, especially on her mother’s side. Natalia’s maternal grandfather 
was a high-ranking military officer in Panama and her mother was raised with comfort in a home 
where finances were never an issue. Both parents left their university studies and got involved in 
missions, something they regretted later as it limited better working opportunities.  
Natalia credits her parents for shaping and inspiring her calling and vocation. After a 
moment’s reflection in our interview about her journey of entering her field, Natalia identified 
her parent’s example as the reason for her doing what she does now. She remembered being 
around nine years old when her father had just begun working at CMO and she saw what he did 
there. “I don’t know what happened; I finally understood what my parents did. Since that day I 
wanted to do the same. I would not have chosen differently.” She felt that following in her 
parents’ footsteps was the natural and logical thing to do, regardless of how excited she was 
about it; eventually she found a passion in her work and is more committed than ever to the 
people she serves. 
When Natalia started working for CMO eight years ago, she began doing sponsorship for 
children in poverty who needed help to finance their education. She has since transitioned to a 
different capacity in the same organization and is now the Team Leader Coordinator. This role 
has many challenges, but she deeply enjoys her job. “I wear many hats, allowing me to do what I 
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most enjoy, mentoring young women. Although most of my mentorship is with women, I think 
the situations women face are universal (anxieties, being single, identity, etc.).” Natalia’s unique 
perspective, formed by her “three cultures,” helps her understand and be culturally sensitive to 
others. She is able to navigate many situations and can see things from different perspectives. 
She thrives being in relationship with people, walking with them through different times. “I am 
dedicated, I guess this is something I learned out of my experience with so much change and, at 
times, uncertainty.” 
Natalia enjoys her work at the CMO, although she experiences challenges related to 
cultural nuances and expectations that come with working for a foreign organization with all 
male supervisors. She described this dynamic this way: 
I used to be quiet, sometimes afraid to talk. I felt the need to do everything and, 
the more I did this, the more I realized I was ‘unintentionally’ given or expected 
to do more.  Sometimes even the Guatemalan staff spoke to me [that way] 
because I am a woman. It took me a lot of effort to begin to stand my ground and 
speak up and set certain boundaries. 
Overt sexism is not prevalent in the organization but Natalia often feels left out of 
decision-making. “Discrimination is everywhere even in the most insignificant situations.”  
Natalia’s life took a surprising turn when her father nearly died and has since required 
advanced medical care and constant attention. This experience was “a wake up to reality. One 
day I was a daughter and the following day, I became an adult, someone who had to face 
uncertainties of the future and how the family would manage the expense of his treatment.” 
Natalia has not left home. It is difficult for Natalia to avoid comparing herself to her sisters, one 
who is married and the other is studying in the U.S. As the one still at home, she faces the 
biggest challenge of her life so far, a “feeling of being left behind.” “La familia es tan 
importante que yo nunca podría dejar a mis papás solos, así como están, tu sabes que para 
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nosotros el cuidado es sagrado” [You know family is the most important thing, you know I could 
never leave them as they are now, taking care of them is sacred to us.]. 
Natalia expressed a feeling of being thrown into maturity when her father almost died. 
She no longer sees herself as a daughter, but instead as a caregiver for her father. He still holds 
his place in the house but his health has put a heavy burden on the family. This is how she 
understands her new role, one that requires her to “tomar al toro por los cuernos y a seguir 
adelante, [take the bull by its horn.]. She attributes her relationship with God as the source of her 
strength and she has also come to a point in her life where she must rely on close friends and 
mentors to help her navigate the storm she now faces. 
Serving as the primary caregiver for her father and holding a larger role in the 
management of their home is one of the two primary challenges Natalia identifies in her life right 
now; the other is “not being married.” Marriage is Natalia’s heartfelt desire and the pressure she 
experiences from colleagues, friends and family has reached a tipping point. She prays for 
marriage and cries out to God that she would meet someone and be able to realize her dream. 
Natalia, with maturity and strength beyond her years, added, “I don’t feel incomplete not being 
married, I just want someone to love me and take care of me.” 
Conclusion 
This chapter included stories of five Ladina women who are leaders in their workplaces, 
homes, churches and communities. These women; Mireya, Gloria, Sofia, Berenice and Natalia, 
each came from lower-middle class backgrounds, have a strong faith in God and are fiercely 
committed to working alongside marginalized or oppressed women. Each of the women in this 
study have experienced personal hardship and are committed to applying their resiliency and 
lessons learned to their work with women in the community. 
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They each have a story of how they came to work for the CMO, yet hold in common the 
purpose and opportunity of their work, which is to serve the local community and also the 
foreign students and service volunteers who come for weeks or months at a time. All research 
participants share a common desire to advocate for women through education and want to stop 
the effect of cultural systems that condone inequality and gender violence in the lives of women.  
Themes of violence, resiliency, advocacy, education, purpose, and the cultural pressure 
toward marriage emerged in their stories. Drawing heavily from their own voices, they described 
their experiences with these themes and the creative tension that emerged as they became leaders 
in their communities. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: ANALYSIS 
The focus of this research is to understand how five Ladina women make meaning of 
their lived experiences and find purpose in their current work and community life. I applied a 
phenomenological research method and identified five themes that emerged from the study. The 
five themes are gender roles, violence, education, resiliency and advocacy. This chapter provides 
an analysis of these themes using two primary frameworks. The first is a framework of Violence 
(Dominguez & Menjivar, 2014), which intends to examine the root causes of violence against 
marginalized women and leads to understanding of how women experience and overcome daily 
violence in their oppressive, patriarchal culture. The second framework is Categories of Tension 
(Del Valle, 2006), which allows one to see how negative experiences can be worked through to 
lead to creative, resilient and purposeful lives. 
Fig. 5.1 Progression of themes within Del Valle’s Category of Tension  
This chapter includes an analysis of the five themes that emerged from the study, using 
the frameworks mentioned above. First names of research participants are used throughout the 
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analysis, as well as direct quotations introduced in Chapter Four that have direct relevance to the 
analysis. The first theme discussed in the following section is gender roles, which lays a 
foundation for the remaining four themes.  
Gender Roles 
As discussed at length in Chapter Two, Guatemalan culture today reflects influences of 
Spanish colonialism, Catholicism, political instability and economic exploitation, overshadowing 
the richness and beauty of the Mayan culture and ethnic Guatemalan traditions. The forces that 
have the greatest influence in the country share a common ideology of male superiority and 
dominance. Men lead the church, military, political parties and corporations; women are 
restricted to marginal roles and are expected to be subservient to men. This research study 
focused on a subset of Guatemalan women, the Ladina.  
Ladinas are Guatemalan women with a mixed heritage of Spanish and Mayan blood, 
placing them at a unique intersection of privilege and oppression. Their Spanish heritage 
privileges them more than indigenous women, but their gender puts them in a category of 
oppression because of the pervasive, systemic patriarchy in all sectors of Guatemalan culture 
(Musalo & Bookey, 2014). Ladinas have remained at the margins of research due to faulty 
assumptions that their ethnicity creates access to power and privilege (Godoy-Paiz, 2011). The 
women in this research study each identify as Ladina, although some embrace this identity more 
fully than others.  
This section examines the ways gender affects the lived realities of the five women in this 
study. Specific to this discussion are the women’s experience of how gender matters in the 
church, at the CMO where they work, and in the community at large. Marital status and the 
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women’s ideas of singleness are also discussed as a central aspect of the theme of gender roles, 
which is where the following section begins.  
Singleness 
All the participants reported being single, yet expressed a desire to be married. Being a 
single woman in a culture that views women as incomplete when not married becomes a 
challenge, even to independent strong women such as the participants in this study. This 
assumption of marriage was ingrained in the minds and hearts of the participants from an early 
age and was communicated at home, school and church. The notion of women’s autonomy is 
inconsistent with the normative views of the church and the culture.  
Natalia, the youngest participant, admits a persistent inner battle with spiritual undertones 
related to her status as a single woman. “There are many days I cry my heart out to God, and I 
ask him, everyone is getting married and I am not. Why?” Her personal disappointment with 
being single is compounded by cultural pressure and expectations to be married.  
Gloria expressed similar thoughts related to her single status. At age thirty-two, she is 
beyond typical marrying age for Guatemalan women, but she remains hopeful that marriage is in 
her future. She insists that her reasons for wanting to be married are personal and do not reflect a 
submission to cultural norms and pressures. Gloria considers herself and her lifestyle to be whole 
and complete as a single person and is not looking to depend on a man to provide for her needs 
or increase her value as a human. Despite this resolve and confidence, Gloria admits that the 
cultural pressures are strong and she recognizes the embedded influence of social expectations. 
Berenice is resigned to her singleness, reflecting a process of acceptance she went 
through over many years as she gradually released her hopes of God providing a suitable spouse 
for her. Now approaching her sixties, Berenice does not see marriage in her future. She has 
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developed a faithful contentment in her service to God through her work, something she 
recognizes would have been more difficult had she married. She continues to be questioned 
about her status; people from various areas of her life inquire about her ability to be truly 
independent. Berenice relayed some of the more common questions during our interview, “Since 
you did not have children, who is going to take care of you? Or why didn’t you find a man to 
meet your needs?” Despite Berenice’s inner peace about her marital status, the cultural pressure 
continues to wear on her and can be challenging. Some participants experienced the strongest 
pressure towards marriage, and sexism in general, from the church. This reality created spiritual 
and emotional tension as they tried to reconcile their beliefs about God’s care for them and the 
marginalization they experienced in God’s name. Highlighting the stories of Berenice and 
Gloria, the following section explores sexist attitudes and treatment of women in the church 
setting. 
Church 
The women in this study have varied experiences with organized religion. Catholicism 
was introduced by the Spanish colonizers and eventually replaced the religious beliefs and 
practices of the indigenous people. Evangelical churches emerged in the Guatemalan landscape 
over the past several decades and provide an alternative to Catholicism (PRC, 2014). The 
Christian Mission Organization (CMO) that employs each of the five women in this study has 
Protestant roots, making this sample of Ladina unique to the larger subset of Guatemalan women 
who remain connected to Catholicism.  
Gloria grew up in the Catholic church, but her faith did not have much personal meaning 
until adulthood when she was introduced to the notion of a direct relationship with God. Now, 
she considers God to be actively directing and guiding her in all aspects of her life. Gloria faces 
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challenges when she tries to bring her knowledge and leadership skills to the church, challenges 
she identifies as being rooted in her male pastor’s sexist attitudes toward women (Burkhart, 
2004; Few, 1995). She described it this way: 
I have also struggled in my church because I finished my university degree…I 
think what challenges [my pastor] is the notion that men should be above women, 
have more studies, be in charge, in leadership and women should always be a step 
behind. All this happens in the church setting, where a woman’s position should 
be different but it is not. The church is full of converted “Christian machos.” 
An experience of “machismo” extends to the personal lives of women, as well. In 
Gloria’s experience, male church leaders encourage women to endure suffering, even at the 
hands of their husbands, because it will be rewarded in the afterlife. Women are hesitant to speak 
out about maltreatment or to assert their own wishes when it comes to domestic life.  
Berenice experienced more positive messages in her church, although there were still 
signs of sexism. As a young adult, Berenice was given leadership opportunities in youth 
programs that developed biblical literacy in children and teens. She traveled around Guatemala 
teaching the Bible to young people, an experience that prepared her for other leadership roles 
later in life. As a woman, she was only given opportunities to teach children, a limitation not 
uncommon for female teachers in a church setting in Guatemala. 
Research participants reported conflicting experiences in their Christian workplace 
related to their gender. Natalia, Berenice and Gloria’s experiences are highlighted in the next 
section.  
Work 
All five research participants spoke of their work with the CMO in overwhelmingly 
positive terms. They credit the organization with providing meaningful opportunities to use their 
gifts and are grateful for an outlet to share their passion and expertise. When asked directly about 
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how their gender impacts their work, Natalia, Berenice and Gloria shared perspectives on how 
the organization could be more equitable.  
Natalia enjoys her work with operations at the CMO, yet has sometimes struggled to find 
her own voice in relationships with her all-male supervisors. She recounted her experience with 
finding her footing in the organization: 
I used to be quiet, sometimes afraid to talk. I felt the need to do everything and, 
the more I did this, the more I realized I was ‘unintentionally’ given or expected 
to do more.  Sometimes even the Guatemalan staff spoke to me [that way] 
because I am a woman. It took me a lot of effort to begin to stand my ground and 
speak up and set certain boundaries. 
Natalia denied witnessing open sexism in the organization, but she notices gender 
imbalance when it comes to making decisions and would like to be offered the opportunity to 
participate in leadership roles within the organization. 
Berenice also wants to see more women participating in making decisions within the 
organization, noting in our interview that there are no women in high levels of leadership where 
important decisions are made. Berenice wondered aloud if part of the reason for all-male 
leadership was the pattern of family life she observes in the foreign leaders of the CMO. She and 
Gloria both pointed out the domestic role of the wives of CMO leadership, women who stay 
busy with keeping the home and raising children. Berenice would like to explore a more diverse 
leadership team where women would have opportunities to exert authority and shape the culture 
of the organization. 
Similar to Natalia and Berenice, Gloria sees the possible impact of social class on their 
experiences within the organization. Gloria wonders about the intersection of male leadership 
with the foreign status of these leaders, a reality that leads to different sets of expectations and 
cultural norms related to lifestyle, accessibility to funds and opportunities to grow in leadership. 
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Gloria readily praises the stability, peacefulness and strong mission of the CMO, yet voices a 
desire to see more openness to women in leadership roles. Participants’ hope for more expansive 
opportunities for women in the workplace is a specific manifestation of an overarching desire to 
see a shift in how women are viewed by the community at large. The more generalized roles and 
expectations of women in Guatemalan culture is addressed in the following section. 
Community Life 
Del Valle (2006) points to a feminized understanding of caretaking as a undergirding 
reason women experience confined expectations and opportunities in Guatemalan culture. For 
the women in this study, there is a paradoxical element to the culturally-bound attitudes 
regarding their potential and the actual ways they contribute to their communities. 
Sofía simultaneously experienced demeaning insults from her father regarding her 
intelligence, yet she was the one he relied on to manage the family business in his absence. 
Mireya is an accomplished physician, yet continues to live in the shadows of her brothers and 
sisters who did not pursue higher education but followed the directives of her father, a choice 
that elevates them over her in her father’s eyes. 
The women in this study serve as caretakers, financial providers and community leaders, 
even though the prevalent message about their worth is that they will always be inferior because 
of their gender. Even their married siblings often rely on them for emotional and financial 
support, undermining the strong cultural message that marriage is the only way for a woman to 
thrive. A common, weighty burden many Ladina women carry is built upon the culturally-
imposed notion of their inferiority as human beings; this burden is pervasive violence that takes 
visible and invisible forms. The following section explores the presence of violence in the lives 
of research participants.  
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Violence 
Common to each participant is an experience of violence. All participants experienced 
indirect violence as they witnessed domestic abuse in their communities and learned to live with 
the threat of violence against them as women in a patriarchal culture. Some participants also 
experienced direct physical violence from a family member or intimate partner. Pervasive to the 
participants’ culture are messages of violence against the personhood of women and an 
expectation of subservience from women to the men in their lives. These invisible experiences of 
violence toward their humanity impacted each of the participants as they developed their sense of 
identity and agency. Each participant shared specific strategies for overcoming the invisible 
violence of discrimination and oppression, leading to their ability to cultivate resiliency and 
purpose. 
The five women in this study discussed challenges of their childhood experiences. These 
challenges included death of a parent, unexpected divorce, family illnesses, poverty, domestic 
violence, teen pregnancy and rape. In Guatemalan culture, women are frequently abused simply 
because they are women; this harmful treatment is often culturally accepted and unquestioned. 
Indeed, violence against women pervades all sectors of Guatemalan society and manifests as 
intra-familial (or domestic) violence, incest, human trafficking, and, at the extreme end of the 
spectrum, femicide (Menjivar, 2003; Musalo & Bookey, 2008). For Ladinas, violence is a 
ubiquitous part of daily life and is often evident in their communities and workplaces, especially 
when considering invisible violence (Muñoz Cabrera, 2010).  
The next section highlights the lived experiences of two research participants, Gloria and 
Mireya. These two women experienced abuse from intimate partners and, through the interview 
process, discussed how they survived and ultimately made meaning of their experiences with 
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violence. Berenice’s voice is also included in the next section because of her close proximity to 
visible violence, although she was personally spared.  
Visible Violence 
Domestic violence is a prevalent aspect of the culture experienced by research 
participants. Both Gloria and Mireya described the abuse they endured from their partners. 
Gloria recalled a traumatizing event when she was a teenager, “I was in an abusive situation with 
my alcoholic boyfriend. I got pregnant with twins and had miscarriage after seven months.” 
In a similar scenario, Mireya’s partner physically and sexually abused her. Using power 
and intimidation as a means of control, 
he came to my house with a gun in his hand and he told me, “today, you are mine. 
You can’t leave today because you are mine.. this scared me. I felt a lot of fear. 
And then we began to fight...he hit me for not doing what he wanted.  
The violence experienced by Gloria and Mireya is in direct relationship with the 
“multiple systems of inequality” they experience (Muñoz Cabrera, 2010, p. 3). Cultural norms 
and expectations perpetuating patriarchy intersected with intimate partners who exerted control 
and dominance over them, leading to Gloria and Mireya feeling diminished in their personal 
lives and in their very existence as women in a male-dominated context. 
Even though not all of the research participants experienced the struggles mentioned 
above, many of them discussed experiencing abuse vicariously through others. Berenice, Natalia 
and Sofía were spared from direct physical abuse and violence, but saw those around them 
struggle and consequently grew in their empathy toward others. Berenice spoke about this 
directly as she discussed the violence in her neighborhood:   
We never had violence in our own home but we lived in a poor neighborhood 
where up to five families lived in one house and were crowded.  This allowed 
those around them to hear violent screaming, children suffering - and this affected 
me.   
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Although she did not experience violence in her home, the violence Berenice witnessed 
in her neighborhood and throughout her career as a social worker opened her eyes to a reality in 
which many Guatemalans lived. Berenice used this exposure to cultivate empathy for women 
who are victimized by family members or intimate partners. Remembering this perspective 
motivates her to bring empathy, compassion and determination to her work with women in the 
community. This work also routinely introduces Berenice to many forms of invisible violence. 
Invisible Violence 
Berenice and the other four participants discussed a wide spectrum of examples of 
invisible violence that degrades the humanity of women in Guatemalan culture. Berenice 
recalled, “I can remember talking to women who were malnourished and having their seventh or 
twelfth child, but refusing to use contraceptives because pastors or priests told them it was a sin. 
It pains me that this happens.” Guatemalan women are bound by multiple layers of allegiances 
and obligations that they are expected to fulfill, leaving little space for their own dreams and 
aspirations. A common thread throughout the interviews was the difficulty the five participants 
had in applying an interpretative lens to their lived experiences that did not result in self-
diminishment or defeat.  
The participants discussed how invisible forms of violence, especially verbal abuse by 
men in their lives, impacted their dreams and self-perceptions. In a society where women’s 
subordination to men is defined as natural, violence continues to be seen and accepted as a 
conventional means of controlling women (Baird & Mitchell, 2014). Gloria speaks of the 
constant verbal abuse she experienced in her childhood. She fought to maintain her dignity as she 
endured sexist attitudes through a family member’s demeaning words, “You're a woman - you 
don't need to study, just stay home. Women shouldn't work.”   
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In a similar way, Sofia was subject to her father’s condescending and belittling comments 
on her value, intelligence and potential. He often stated a version of, “you don’t have a brain 
because you did not do as [you were] told.” Although his discipline and harassment motivated 
Sofía to prove her father wrong by achieving lofty goals, she still internalized a sense of 
inadequacy and self-doubt that has marked her life at many points.  
Guatemalan culture condones demeaning words and attitudes toward women. These 
messages exert a stream of invisible violence intended to keep women under male domination 
and limit their aspirations. The violence takes many forms and includes verbal threats, insults, 
aggressive bodily gestures and psychological violence, sometimes morphing to physical and 
sexual violence (Muñoz Cabrera, 2010).  
The participants conveyed complex relationships with their fathers, men who embody 
male headship and patriarchy in the most local of communities, the nuclear family. All of the 
women in this study acknowledged the efforts their fathers made to provide for the material 
needs of their families. None of the participants were raised in affluence and some reported 
pervasive financial hardship as a defining characteristic of their childhoods. The women in this 
study recognize that their fathers were products of their culture and reflected the normalized 
mindset of male superiority in their interactions with their daughters, albeit to varying degrees. 
Mireya explained her reaction to observing the relationship between her mother and 
father. He considered her father’s treatment of her mother to be more like a housemaid than a 
wife. “My dad was very ‘machista’ [sexist], so I saw him treat her [my mother] more like a maid 
rather than a woman, he wasn’t loving to my mom.” Later in the interview, Mireya connected   
her father’s sexist treatment toward her mother to her personal views about marriage. 
Due, in large part, to the example she witnessed in her parents, she decided as a young adult to 
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never get married. This decision impacted the rest of her life, yet she felt that it was the only way 
to ensure she would never be treated as an inferior by her spouse. Mireya has recently began to 
consider marriage, but she remains hesitant and cautious for fear that she would experience a 
similar dynamic to her parents. 
Experiencing her father’s machista attitude toward the women in her family influenced 
Mireya’s professional life, as well. She developed a fierce desire to work with women and 
children so that she could help to alleviate the oppressive conditions in which so many women 
live. She correlates her passion with some examples of invisible violence she experienced by 
way of gender-based limitations in her early life. “It was because I was a woman that I couldn’t 
study. I couldn’t drive. Because I was a woman, I couldn’t do a lot of things, because I was a 
woman, I wasn’t supposed to [achieve].” 
Invisible violence also manifested in the lives of research participants outside of the 
home environment (Dominguez & Menjivar, 2014). The women received similar messages at 
school. In Mireya’s experience, “The teacher humiliated me every day, telling me that I was 
stupid, that I wouldn’t be anyone, that I was garbage, and humiliated me when I answered 
questions. Then I got quiet.” For Gloria, the messages of her presumed inferiority came from her 
brother-in-law. His message to Gloria was, “’You're a woman, just stay home, women shouldn't 
work.’ My sister married him when she was fourteen years old, so she did not finish school, she 
just went to fourth grade. This is his idea of women.” 
In each scenario, participants described the struggle of navigating through a constant 
wave of attitudes and words against them. Their resistance to settling into this negative tension 
and resigning to a place of inferiority came from their Christian faith and the corresponding hope 
that things would improve if they sustained trust in God. 
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From a young age, both Mireya and Gloria were subjected to the abuse prevalent in the 
culture, experienced as both visible and invisible violence. Of all the participants, Mireya and 
Gloria’s lives were particularly affected by the intersectionality of their class, gender and gender-
based cultural values. Remarkably, these deep-rooted challenges to their personal development 
did not deter them from achieving many of their goals. They remained focused on their education 
and did not succumb to social, economic, religious and cultural pressure to rely on a man to take 
care of their needs. Maintaining this level of independence continues to challenge their resolve 
and they occasionally experience self-doubt over their decisions.  
Each of the five research participants learned to live with violence in their everyday 
interactions and activities. Violence in many forms is a ubiquitous part of life for Ladina women 
of Guatemala; being subjugated to demeaning and dehumanizing attitudes based on their gender 
is embedded in the power structures and is normalized to the point of being unrecognizable 
(Menjivar, 2014). Although Mireya, Gloria and Sofía reported the most violence in their lived 
experience, violence left an imprint on all of the participants and impacted their decisions and 
opportunities. Rather than shrink to fit the small box imposed by their culture, each woman in 
this study exceeded expectations and overcame these obstacles to achieve their goals. This began 
with a dedicated commitment to education, which is the theme discussed in the next section.  
Education  
In a culture of male domination and abuse, education became a means of hope, 
opportunity and empowerment for the women involved in this study. Apart from the personal 
challenges and vicarious experiences of violence and oppression, every participant shared about 
how their educational opportunities opened doors to greater possibilities.  
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It is not easy for a Guatemalan woman to attend school, even at the elementary level. 
Education quality in Guatemala is lacking compared to neighboring countries (Murgas, 2010). 
Although many do attend university today, Ladinas experience unique cultural constraints, 
resulting in an inability to pursue education beyond the primary levels. The strong association 
between poverty and gender inequality in education compounds the disparity for Guatemalan 
girls and women, making education for girls born into the poorest households exceedingly rare 
(Dominguez and Menjivar, 2014). Resigned acceptance of few educational opportunities is one 
of the outcomes of the visible and invisible violence embedded in a cultural infrastructure that 
legitimizes oppression and repression (Dominguez and Menjivar, 2014; Menjivar, 2008). The 
women in this study rejected these limitations and achieved educational success. The next 
section highlights the role education played in the lives of Mireya, Sofía and Berenice and 
discusses the potent influence of their mothers in their educational pursuits. 
Mireya 
From an early age, Mireya saw education as the means to achieve her goals, which was to 
help the poor. She envisioned this vocation for herself after witnessing the missionary work of a 
Guatemalan engineer. This encounter transformed both her faith and her vocational aspirations; 
for the first time, Mireya saw herself in the work of helping the poor. She realized that acquiring 
education and professional skills would allow her to serve others, which became her sustaining 
motivation. Her goal was to become a teacher and doctor, professions that would allow her to 
travel to other countries for missionary work.  
Mireya had the opportunity to travel outside of Guatemala, unusual for women of her 
background and financial means. Her visit to India early in her career broadened her perspective 
as she observed human suffering beyond what she had previously witnessed, an experience that 
LADINA WOMEN MAKE SENSE OF LIVED REALITIES 110 
jolted her self-perception and increased her resolve to advocate for herself and other women in 
her community. The educational value of this trip to India proved transformative to Mireya’s 
personal and professional life. 
Sofía 
Sofía’s educational journey reflects multiple layers of complex cultural pressures that 
impacted her at various points of her childhood and adult life. Almost in her fifties now, Sofía’s 
father remains a significant influence in her life. While he generally supported his six daughters 
in their early education, he had specific expectations for Sofía’s career that did not cohere with 
her own aspirations. She admitted, “I studied business instead of psychology or social work even 
though it was not what I wanted, not only to prove to [my father] that I did have a brain, but also 
to please him.” Her skills and training as an accountant served her family but did not fulfill her 
personal goals.  
Sofía is committed to helping women live a different educational story; she wants to 
equip and empower girls and women to choose their own paths for education, rather than 
conform to external pressures and cultural expectations. Sofía draws from her personal 
experience to help women navigate the complex web of social, economic, cultural and religious 
expectations so that they can find their own path and break out of externally imposed limitations. 
Berenice  
Berenice understood the importance of education and the advantages it provided a 
community since she was a young child. This motivation became a “compelling force” as an 
educator and social worker. Coming out of poverty herself, education became the means to 
improving her standard of living, but it was also an awakening to the social reality surrounding 
her. She was able to make connections between the classroom and her community, igniting a 
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continued passion for education and a corresponding desire to meet the real needs of people 
around her. 
Her strong academic background became a tool for understanding the repercussions of 
inadequate social programs. Berenice became a policy evaluator in rural communities so she 
could apply her academic lens to concrete situations affecting real people. She also taught in 
rural locations to bring opportunities to places often overlooked by institutions and government 
programs. She witnessed a breakdown between government promises and the services people  
received. These experiences with marginalized communities informed her practice as a social 
worker later in her career, illustrating another example of how Berenice intentionally used her 
educational achievements to better the lives of the disadvantaged. She was inspired to do so, in 
part, because of the example offered by her mother. The encouraging presence and voice of 
mothers was a common theme in the stories of education among all five participants and helped 
them navigate the tensions they experienced. 
Role of Mothers 
Amid the hardships of childhood, study participants talked about their mothers being the 
primary influence in their education. While Ladina women may privately desire higher 
education, they are unlikely to voice this publicly; there is widespread acceptance of limited 
opportunities as simply “the way things are,” so commonplace as to almost go unmentioned at 
all. The cultural pressure to perform only domestic work was normative in the lives of participant 
mothers more so than for the participants themselves. This sense of loss motivated the mothers to 
encourage their daughters to achieve greater educational success than they had achieved. 
The mothers of the five research participants believed that their daughters could 
accomplish what they could not and some went behind their husbands’ backs to provide the 
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funding for their daughters’ school fees. These private acts of subversion made a significant 
impact on the lives of the participants and, in turn, a wide-reaching impact on their communities. 
Mireya clearly expressed her experience of her mother’s support, “My mom always supported 
me in my studies, she supported all of us.”  
Berenice also felt support in her home. The extreme poverty of her childhood did not 
deter her parents from instilling a love of reading and a genuine, strong commitment to as much 
education as possible. Gloria shared a compelling example of how her mother’s encouragement 
empowered her to persist, despite the barriers and obstacles in her way: 
When I heard voices that would tell me that I [women] couldn't do something or 
that I shouldn't do it, I would think about [my mother] and think that I could do it 
no matter what.  I wanted to prove people men perhaps that I [we] could do it.  
Natalia’s mother demonstrated principled commitment to achieving goals by choosing a 
life of relative scarcity over the affluence accessible to her from her parents’ accumulated wealth. 
Natalia’s mother showed Natalia and her siblings the importance of sacrifice for others and 
commitment to a higher purpose by choosing to be a missionary instead of a life of greater 
economic stability. 
Education provided an opportunity to change the lives of research participants. They were 
able to overcome challenges and significant cultural barriers. Obtaining a university degree was 
central to their achievement and empowered them to impact others because of their educational 
achievement. Education enabled them to travel to countries such as India, the United States, 
Cuba, Mexico, and throughout Guatemala. Their travels helped them acquire new perspectives, 
especially as they saw other oppressed societies and how men treated women in those countries. 
These experiences allowed them to recognize and strengthen their desire to work towards social 
justice. Travel, education and the encouragement from their mothers gave these five women 
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advantages in the midst of constraints. Mireya, Gloria, Sofía, Berenice and Natalia capitalized on 
these advantages by cultivating a resilient attitude and habits that strengthened their resolve to 
overcome barriers. This theme of resiliency will be addressed in the next section. 
Resiliency 
Resiliency is understood as the capacity to overcome adverse situations, despite the 
negative circumstances an individual can face (Bogar & Hulse-Killacky, 2006). Participants in 
this study illustrate how this is possible. Their lived experiences and their accomplishments 
today speak of their ability to positively adapt, contribute to society, and maintain mental health, 
despite the adversity they experienced (Herman, 2011). This section highlights the theme of 
resiliency in each of the women’s lives.  
Mireya’s most salient experience of resiliency occurred because of an abusive 
relationship with an intimate partner. She found herself immersed in a cycle of codependency 
where she endured physical abuse yet remained loyal and subservient to her abuser. “It was a 
slow, confusing process. One day he is abusing me, threatening to kill me, another he was 
caring…it was pathological.” On some level, Mireya recognized the emotional, psychological 
and spiritual harm this was causing her, but she could not see a way out until she was able to 
literally step out of the situation by traveling to India. It was this experience that catalyzed her 
ability and willingness to assert her own agency and leave the abusive partner. “I think coming 
back to Guatemala after this trip gave me strength to be able to end the situation that I had been 
living in for some time.” 
While some of the factors fostering resiliency stem from individual functioning, the 
formation of these processes can be culturally influenced or can interact with cultural values 
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(Helton and Keller, 2010, p. 153). In Mireya’s experience, she had to witness a different culture 
in order to gain perspective and have a comparative lens to apply to her personal situation.  
Gloria’s story is common to many Ladinas in that there are various forms of violence 
present in her story. She, however, experienced additional hardship that points to remarkable 
resiliency in the face of significant obstacles; Gloria became an orphan in her early teens, had an 
unexpected pregnancy, and then lost her twin babies late in gestation. Gloria credits her own 
fierce determination, the caring and safe environment of the CMO, and the support of extended 
family for the resiliency she cultivated as she worked through challenges. Additionally, Gloria 
often refers to her work with people with disabilities as a source of strength, resolve and a 
grounding perspective that led her to persist in her own journey of overcoming obstacles. The 
most significant undergirding influence for Gloria is her Christian faith, which she credits with 
the deep motivation and resolve she brings to her work today. 
Sofía’s circumstances of resiliency were shaped most prominently by the sexist treatment 
of her father and the abandonment she felt after her divorce. While her father would tell her, 
“You have no brain,” her mother would say, “You go for it - you can do it.” Sofia recalls thinking 
about the conflicting messages of her parents and deciding to believe her mother’s words about 
her. Thus, Sofía intentionally accepted one message while working hard to reject the other, a 
difficult process that forged a resilient attitude and helped her respond to the shock of her 
divorce. Sofía’s decision to marry was rooted in her understanding of God’s will for her life, 
making the separation and return to singleness even more painful. After months of agonizing 
self-reflection and grief, Sofía “made a decision that it could no longer control [her].” In this 
powerful example, Sofía demonstrates factors of resiliency grounded in communal influence and 
personal faith (Helton and Keller, 2010).  
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Communal influence also shaped Berenice’s journey of resiliency. Severe acne as a 
teenager left visible scars that remain today, causing Berenice to look for self-worth in sources 
other than culturally-informed physical beauty. Berenice overcame this hardship by “relying on a 
sense of self-esteem that came from believing my value in life is not determined by physical 
beauty but that [her] identity being rooted in [her] faith in God.” Berenice was able to reach this 
liberating conclusion, in part, because of her family’s support and the values instilled in her by 
her mother and brothers. Additionally, Berenice experienced a very difficult financial hardship 
after sacrificially helping others. The end result was losing her house, sliding into debt, and 
experiencing a tainted reputation, all of which were extremely painful for her. At this crucial 
point, instead of resigning to defeat, Berenice made the bold decision to return to teaching. This 
began her work in rural colleges and set her on a path of career satisfaction, positive impact on 
others and self-confidence.  
Similar to Berenice, Natalia found her path toward resiliency in the support of friends and 
mentors. Her family cultivated a strong commitment to each other, to God and to meaningful 
work, a backdrop that helped Natalia face obstacles with determination to overcome. Natalia 
considers her father’s illness and the subsequent situation of caring for her family to be a key 
challenge in her life. She felt “left behind” by opportunities because of a strong moral obligation 
to care for her family. Recognizing the futility of wishing for different circumstances, Natalia 
decided to “tomar al toro por los cuernos y seguir adelante” (take the bull by its horns and 
continue forward).  Faith in Christ and a strong mentorship and support from her community 
allowed Natalia to bring strength and resolve to her quest for meaning and purpose in these 
difficult circumstances and move out of the negative tension she experienced. 
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Evident in the stories of the five research participants is a clear theme of resilience. 
Beginning in their early years, they demonstrated perseverance and determination to overcome 
obstacles, eventually leading to influence and impact on women facing similar situations. Rather 
than allow negative experiences to set them back for life, these five women drew upon inner 
resources and community support to overcome a variety of challenges. Bogar and Hulse-
Killacky (2006) affirm this combination of innate personality traits and environmental influences 
that protect individuals from harmful psychological effects of trauma, enabling them to lead 
satisfying and productive lives. The women of this study did not only overcome obstacles for 
their own benefit, but carried their strength and resolve to their communities in the form of 
advocacy, the theme discussed in the following section. 
Advocacy 
In a broad sense, advocacy attempts to change policy and practice through different types 
of activities. Macro-level policy change addresses institutional or structural realities; everyday 
practices can be addressed through micro-level advocacy that often takes an interpersonal form. 
The women in this research all became advocates for marginalized groups and exerted their 
advocacy through localized efforts rather than asserting influence over legislation or institutional 
practices. The following section highlights some of the specific ways research participants drew 
from their value and practice of resiliency to advocate for others in their communities.  
As an advocate of women, Sofía understands the importance of women having 
confidence and skills to participate effectively in decision-making and leadership at home and in 
their workplaces. She believes women are empowered when they not only understand the 
importance of employing a new skill, but when they honor the holistic nature of themselves by 
practicing self-care. Central to her work is helping other women broaden their skills and 
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knowledge. “Work introduces me to women from different walks of life, coming out of abuse, or 
wanting to learn a new trade.” Although her advocacy is not carried out on an institutional level, 
the opportunities and education she provides is empowering and opens doors for small business 
ownership and practical skill development. Sofía also engages women in discussion about how 
they can advocate for themselves at home, breaking the cycle of female subservience. She 
describes her approach this way: 
In the talks we have or the workshops, women tell me all about their husbands 
being “machos” never helping around the house because that is a woman’s work. 
Women see and feel the abuse but it is how it has always been.  One woman told 
me, my mother “le aguantaba todo a mi papá” [My mother put up with everything 
my father did] so is there other ways? This is what we saw all the time. 
Sofía believes that walking with the women and praying for them and their spouses is a 
way to compensate for the lack of support she had while experiencing her divorce. Due to 
Sofía’s investment, encouragement and mentoring, women understand that they do not need to 
stay in abusive relationships. Consequently, at times women begin to dream and hope for 
different possibilities. Contributing to the dreams of other women gives Sofía a deep sense of 
pride and purpose in her work.  
I continued to study and work hard to be someone. I cried a lot to God for help 
during this time. But I continued to study and work hard to be someone so that I 
could advocate for women and help children be something in this world. 
So many [women] were prostitutes because they were sold into it or that it was 
their only way of making money. And they couldn’t get out of the system either! 
The only way that they could get out was to find a man to marry and no longer 
sell themselves. This was another sign to me that I wanted to work with women. 
The tipping point in Mireya’s decision, as she referred to it, was more personal. She was 
able to get out of an abusive relationship and realize the freedom of pursuing her dreams without 
needing the permission or approval of a man. Mireya desperately wants other women to be free 
from the restrictive constraints of patriarchy and gendered violence. 
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Berenice’s advocacy is marked by different stages. She has always wanted to help others, 
but she made several large mistakes early in her career that led her to reevaluate her strategy. 
Early on, Berenice would easily sacrifice her own financial stability in order to help people in 
need. She also became highly emotionally invested in the problems of clients and become 
burdened when they struggled to succeed. She learned from these experiences and adjusted her 
approach to be more inclusive and shared; Berenice began to involve people in their own goal-
setting and asset-building so the investment was more communal and she could serve as a 
mentor rather than the driver of change in others. In this way, Berenice teaches resiliency to 
people she serves, equipping them to overcome their own challenges. 
Research participants consistently spoke of their role as advocates with pride, 
hopefulness and confidence. This is a role that gives them purpose and has helped them find 
meaning in their life circumstances. The pervasive violence experienced by the five women in 
this study allows them to have empathy for others experiencing similar circumstances; access to 
education and encouragement from their mothers to succeed opened up new possibilities and 
broadened their perspectives; resiliency was forged through a combination of personal qualities 
of determination and courage and an assortment of cultural and social factors. Each of the themes 
leading up to this one makes the advocacy work of participants meaningful and exponentially 
impactful.  
Category of Tension Theory 
To understand the complex lived realities of the five Ladina women in this study, it is 
essential to consider the multifaceted aspect of violence and how various forms of violence 
intersect in the everyday lives of women (Menjivar, 2011). The violence that research 
participants experienced directly relates to the multiple, intersecting systems of inequality they 
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face. They endure multifactorial discrimination because they are women and their inequality has 
become normalized. Yet, as demonstrated in each of the five research participants, it is possible 
to overcome obstacles rooted in this violence and change one’s outlook and life trajectory. 
Del Valle (2006) considers the Category of Tension as an important lens through which to 
better understand this process of change; a framework of tension allows discovery of opposing 
dynamics in specific, complex contexts. Consequently, a Category of Tension framework is used 
to analyze the lived realities of these Ladina women from a feminist standpoint.  
The notion of tension can have a negative connotation and is considered something to be 
avoided. However, seen in the lives of the research participants, the category of tension 
emphasizes the creative dimension resulting from efforts to overcome negative forces against 
them, ultimately leading to change. Del Valle (2008) proposes first to unveil the mechanisms of 
“power” and “not to power;” both having power and not having it relate to cultural, structural 
visibility and invisibility.  
Del Valle (2006) identifies three categories of tension: 1) negative tension, which 
identifies the problem; 2) critical tension which facilitates judgment and consideration of 
problems and areas of action; 3) creative tension, which capitalizes on the energy of opposing 
forces to search for “ways out” or “salidas” (p. 229). Incorporating Del Valle’s framework into 
this study is done by analyzing tensions of the five research participants through these three 
categories, ultimately revealing elements that promote and maintain violence against them. The 
first category to discuss is negative tension. The figure below, Elements of Subjects’ Tension 
within the Category of  Tension illustrates Del Valle’s framework. 
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     Fig 5.2. Elements of Subjects’ Tension within Del Valle’s Category of Tension 
 
Negative Tension  
The challenges that Mireya, Sofia, Gloria, Berenice and Natalia experienced are 
grounded in the culture and normalized in patriarchal systems of oppression. Tension is a 
complex characteristic of a social dynamic. In this sense, simply the fact that a woman lives in a 
patriarchal system is a dynamic that generates tension. Negative tension, according to Del Valle 
(2006), is one that frames the problem; it can refer to a conflict where there is no foreseeable 
possibility for exist. In other words, the negative tension generates a grounding force that 
perpetuates the negative influence of violence upon the person who experiences it.  
Additionally, negative tension reinforces and brings forth hegemonic practices rooted in 
the culture. For example, women who experience a form of domestic violence are in this tension. 
The abusive situations Mireya and Gloria endured from their partners had visible effects, where 
the physical abuse inflicted on them caused injury or alienation. The ramifications of the abuse 
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led them to pursue alternative measures to effectively manage the negative impact of this 
violence. This included taking a different route to school for a time or seeking shelter and 
medical treatment. This necessary response to gendered violence resulted in an assortment of 
negative realities and experiences leading them to doubt their value and potential.  
Similarly, the invisible forms of violence Berenice and Sofia lived with included verbal 
abuse, rejection or vicarious exposure to violence.  These experiences impacted their sense of 
self-worth and identity. Natalia’s process of accepting her singleness and caretaking role in her 
family is experienced as a negative tension. She resigns to being “single, [her] parents’ caretaker, 
being the oldest and still living at home.” 
Through the lens of negative tension, Del Valle (2006) understands the harmful and 
demeaning experiences of the women as being rooted in visible and invisible cultural norms that 
are normalized and reinforced through everyday practices. Del Valle (2006) acknowledges that 
negative tension can also be destructive if it is left unresolved and no change is possible or 
attempted. If one is able to resist the self-defeating stagnation of negative tension by engaging 
the tension in a critical way, it is possible to transition to a stage of critical tension, the category 
outlined in the following section.   
Critical Tension  
Del Valle (2006) considers critical tension as one that facilitates judgment and 
consideration of the problem and potential areas of action. This tension operates through critical 
reflection and evaluation of both opposing social forces. For Del Valle, the concept of rupture in 
the critical tension brings visibility to the problem rather than abiding in the shame caused by the 
negative tension. Through rupture, the problem is revealed, allowing it to be “named and become 
a social problem” (p. 231). The themes that emerged from the qualitative data include major 
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areas where the women found themselves in critical tension. These themes are addressed in detail 
earlier in this chapter and will be explored here in relation to the stage of critical tension. 
The women in this study experienced challenges that reflect the critical tension between 
what they believe to be true about their God-given value and the oppression and gendered 
violence they experience in daily life. Their faith and biblical values build them up while their 
negative experiences simultaneously tear them down. Social pressures and societal expectations 
placed on them as leaders of the community also play a part in the critical tension. The decision 
to make the violence public or keep it private adds a different level of tension; they are exhorted 
to live honest, authentic lives yet do not find emotionally or physically safe environments in 
which they could openly discuss their negative experiences. They believe God has called them to 
live with purpose and serve others, yet they face a reality of limitations and cultural repression.  
It was this strong sense of calling that led the five women in this study to bring their 
struggles and questions straight to God, thereby increasing their faith and trust in God’s 
provision and protection. The dissonance between what they believed about God’s will and what 
they experienced in life led to a critical tension. As negative tensions were named and rupture 
occurred, they were able to more clearly see the dissonance and contradictions. In this way, 
critical tension resembles cognitive dissonance where conflicting notions are sought to be 
resolved by intentional, creative and sustained engagement. 
The two themes from the women’s narratives that most clearly demonstrate this tension 
are resiliency and education. When they found themselves at a point of critical tension, 
participants drew from educational opportunities and the resiliency they had forged through 
difficult circumstances to address the dissonance of the negative tension. Within this dynamic, 
the participants acknowledged their situation by courageously naming the problem.  
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For Mireya, travelling to India allowed the necessary distance for her to see her situation 
from a different perspective and come to terms with the reality of the abuse she endured from her 
intimate partner. She also gained clarity about the situation for women in Guatemala by 
comparing it to what she witnessed in India. Identifying the poor treatment of women in both 
contexts helped her develop a more precise vision for how she could use her skills and training to 
help people in her home country.  
Berenice found solace as she worked through a financial crisis brought on by her 
misguided efforts to help others at great personal expense. She was stung and humiliated by the 
betrayal she experienced by a fellow Christian, but found a way to redeem her approach to 
generosity even as she set and enforced clearer boundaries.  
The discriminatory and prejudiced attitudes Sofia experienced from her father regarding 
her educational ambitions created a critical tension. Conversely, Sofía isolated the encouraging 
comments from her mother to propel her toward achieving her goals. While Sofía contended with 
the rejection of her divorce, the purpose she found in working with women became the 
motivation to lead her to a place of advocacy. 
Gloria grappled with culturally-imposed expectations about gender roles as she embraced 
her identity as a survivor of domestic abuse. Rather than stay in a position of defeat, Gloria 
channeled her resolute passion to overcome adversity into her educational pursuits. The 
experience of abuse and the loss of her mother became sources of strength for her as she 
achieved success in her career. She remembered the example and encouragement of her mother 
and cultivated a determination to never return to abusive relationships.  
Advocacy emerged as an important outlet for each of the women, a focus that reflected 
movement from critical tension to the last category in Del Valle’s framework, creative tension. 
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This is the stage discussed in the following section, drawing from lived experiences as told by 
each of the five participants.  
Creative Tension 
The women’s stories demonstrate how a series of events in their lives, and their responses 
to these events, led them to be influential people in their community today. None of the women 
would have been as effective if they had opted to stay in the negative circumstances they faced.  
Their critical tension compelled them to contend with the reality of their negative experiences 
and the inconsistency of these experiences with their belief in God’s loving care for them. From 
that awareness, they were able to move toward their purpose and calling as an expression of 
creative tension.  
Del Valle (2006) described this dynamic of tension as the energy of opposing forces that 
propels a search for “salidas” (ways out) (p. 221). For Del Valle, this category of tension is 
associated with creativity that leads to change. This perspective redefines the negative image of 
tension; tension becomes a bridge to action and change in personal, social, and political spheres. 
Creative tension leads each woman to reimagine herself as described in the following examples.  
Sofia. The rigid expectations and demeaning words of Sofía’s father were a coercive 
force in her decision to pursue accounting instead of following her dreams to study psychology 
or social work. Her internal conflict to please her father by working in the family business as 
opposed to going away to become a missionary was another layer of critical tension. Though her 
decision brought disappointment from her father, she made the decision to go to a different 
country and began working in a mission in Mexico. Considering Del Valle’s theory, Sofia could 
have stayed in the familiar negative tension. Instead, she wrestled with family obligations and 
her strong sense of calling, going against Guatemalan cultural norms that promote daughters only 
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leaving the house in the case of marriage. Her struggle and resulting critical tension inspired her 
to leave, even though she was single.   
 After leaving, Sofia went to Mexico and worked with indigenous people as an educator 
in mission schools where they prepared people to become missionaries. Del Valle’s (2006) view 
of this creative aspect of tension is illustrated by Sofia’s advocacy work with people living in the 
margins of society and the purpose and meaning Sofia gained by her work. During this time, 
Sofia also deepened her sense of awareness of God’s guidance as she made significant life 
decisions.   
As a Christian woman who was dedicated to following God’s purpose and plan for her 
life, Sofía married after being single for many years. After being married for six months, the 
marriage ended abruptly when her husband insisted on a divorce.  Sofía questioned herself, her 
faith, and God. She struggled with understanding her role as a married woman who then quickly, 
and outside of her own will, became single again. This struggle and these questions resulted in 
the critical tension that led her to her work with women in the CMO.    
Mireya. Mireya experienced scenarios of tension representing all aspects of Del Valle’s 
model throughout her life. One of Mireya’s most challenging experiences was the cycle of 
negative tension caused by her abusive relationship and “living in sin” while cohabitating with a 
man to whom she was not married. After many iterations of an abuse and apology cycle, Mireya 
was offered an opportunity to pursue her dream of travelling to India as a missionary. Seeing 
violence against women in other places in the world opened her eyes to her own situation and 
broadened her perspective. Mireya finally saw that her faith was in jeopardy and created enough 
critical tension to break her dependency. By leaving the relationship, she said “she got right with 
God.” 
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As a demonstration of her resiliency, when she returned she finished her residency at a 
different hospital and subsequently began to provide holistic and spiritually-inclusive care for 
patients. She practiced as a pediatrician in a CMO working as an advocate for women and 
children. The CMO designated her as the lead doctor in their sponsored clinic. Her service there 
was a creative demonstration of her calling.  
Gloria. An example of negative tension in Gloria’s life was her lived experience of 
cultural expectations and limitations of being a woman. Gloria was a victim of domestic violence 
and became an orphan as a teenager. After a miscarriage from a pregnancy with her teenage 
boyfriend, she needed to work small jobs to support herself. Her brother-in-law expected her to 
conform to traditional gender roles where women stay in the home and raise a family. With a 
strong internal sense of self, she refused to conform and was determined go to school to become 
a psychologist. 
Unlike other women in this study, Gloria had a happy childhood with her mother.  
Gloria’s mother instilled in Gloria values of strength and self-confidence. Her mother had limited 
education, but inspired Gloria and told Gloria that she believed she could go to school. Her 
mother’s belief and faith in Gloria became a motivating factor for her to pursue her education. In 
Gloria’s words, “When I heard voices that said I couldn’t do something I would think of her and 
think I could do it no matter what.”   
Gloria wanted to prove that women can succeed beyond the cultural roles assigned to 
them. Gloria’s way out of poverty was education. While she worked and attended school she 
lacked finances, but had the motivation and determination to achieve her goal. She recognizes 
that, for many women, it is difficult to get out of the cycle of abuse and poverty because they do 
not know another way of living.   
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While in school, Gloria had a “born again” experience that led her to a deeper 
understanding of her faith through Christ. This critical experience led Gloria to the Del Valle’s 
(2006) creative tension, exemplified by her new understanding of purpose and meaning. Gloria 
has since begun working with people with disabilities and is an influential mentor.   
Berenice. As an experienced social worker and educator, working in different aid 
organizations gave Berenice the opportunity to be a first-hand witness of inequality and 
oppression. This professional insight added to her personal experience of living in poverty as a 
child. The hardest situation for Berenice to overcome was being deceived in a financial situation. 
In her desire to help others, she cosigned a loan for a group of fellow Christians who 
subsequently defaulted on the loan. As an equal member of the responsible party, Berenice 
suffered the consequences by losing her home and getting into debt for some years. Through this 
hardship, she found herself in a negative tension.  
During the struggle of financial constraints, tension emerged as she experienced feelings 
of failure, loss and deception. Admitting her lack of judgment in dealing with finances was one 
aspect of working through the critical tension; she also kept a firm belief that she had a purpose 
and calling to make a difference for good in the world. This refocused perspective, as Del Valle 
(2006) suggests, led her to a place where creative tension was possible. The words in the Popol-
Vuh, “to raise everyone and not leave anyone behind,” inspired her to return to education and, 
later, join CMO in a leadership position.   
Natalia. Natalia’s negative tension centers around her father’s sudden and unexpected 
illness. This event disrupted her entire family’s life, but Natalia more so than her siblings 
because of the expectation that she would serve as her father’s caretaker. This expectation is 
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rooted in deeply embedded cultural roles; since Natalia is the only unmarried one of her father’s 
three daughters, and the eldest, she was the one expected to become the live-in caretaker.  
Her role as caretaker limits Natalia’s financial freedom and this constraint adds to her 
negative tension. She is the youngest of all the research participants and is eager to experience 
greater independence and autonomy in her personal and professional life. Natalia has a genuine 
desire to be married, not to conform to cultural expectations, but because she sincerely wants 
marriage for herself. Recognizing and naming the limits of her situation without being defeated 
by them demonstrates critical tension in Natalia’s life.  
Creative tension in Natalia’s situation is best examined through her connection to 
mentors and other women in similar situations. Del Valle (2008) points to the importance of a 
strong support system and tutelage for creative tension to emerge from the critical state. Natalia 
is aware of the positive impact of these support systems and is an advocate for other women to 
have similar experiences and opportunities. 
This research suggests that each of the five women interviewed moved from negative 
tension to a critical phase of wrestling with the tension so that creativity could emerge. While the 
details of their narratives are unique, they each drew strength from inside themselves, their 
communities, and their Christian faith to demonstrate remarkable fortitude and perseverance. 
Conclusion 
The focus of this research is to understand how five Ladina women make meaning of 
their lived experiences and find purpose in their current work and community life. The 
qualitative research suggests five themes that allow women who have experienced layers of 
marginalization to overcome barriers and thrive in their community. This chapter explored the 
LADINA WOMEN MAKE SENSE OF LIVED REALITIES 129 
themes of gender roles, violence, education, resiliency and advocacy to highlight how research 
participants navigated through difficult experiences and life circumstances.  
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CHAPTER SIX: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
The focus of this research was to understand how five Ladina women make meaning of 
their lived experiences and find purpose in their current work and community life. I applied a 
phenomenological research method and identified themes that emerged from the study. The 
frameworks I used to interpret the data were a framework of Violence (Menjivar, 2014) and 
Category of Tensions (Del Valle, 2006).  
I became interested in learning more about the lives of Ladina women based on the work 
I do in Guatemala through the university at which I am employed. I have always had a keen 
anthropological interest in understanding people and their own particular ways of living. In the 
case of this research, the lives of Ladina women were of special interest to me. The Ladina are a 
unique subset of the Guatemalan population because of their Spanish and Mayan heritage. As a 
feminist, I was particularly interested in the experience of these women within the patriarchal 
evangelical culture of their workplace, a U.S.-based Christian mission organization referred to in 
this paper as CMO. For many years prior to this research, I oversaw a semester-long internship 
opportunity for students at my university to travel to rural Guatemala and gain experience in 
their field of study by partnering with the CMO to provide a variety of experiential learning 
opportunities for students. These opportunities included work in Social Work, Education and 
Medicine. A required element of their semester was to submit reflections about various aspects of 
their experience.  
Over the course of a number of years, I began to notice that the reflections of my students 
included notable impact and encouragement of their site leaders, all of whom were local women. 
I began to see as a pattern of the same leaders having a significant impact on my students, as 
documented in their reflections. During my doctoral work, I saw an opportunity to explore these 
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women and what made them stand out as sources of inspiration for the young adults in the 
university-sponsored program.  
Through this qualitative study, I examined the lives of five Ladina women from rural 
Guatemala. The guiding research question was: How do Ladina women make sense of their 
oppression, service and faith in a patriarchal evangelical culture? Through my phenomenological 
study, I explored the lives of the women with acute consideration of the complexities and 
nuances of their lived experiences. The findings revealed their pursuit in education, a positive 
maternal influence and, most importantly, their faith in God as the factors that allowed them to 
overcome situations of violence embedded in institutions and everyday aspects of their lives 
(Menjivar, 2011). This chapter includes a summary of the findings, limitations of the study and 
implications for future research. 
Summary of Findings 
In this qualitative study, I collected and examined data through semi-structured 
interviews conducted in Guatemala. The interview questions (Appendix C) focused on how the 
women make meaning of their oppression, service and faith in the patriarchal culture in which 
they live. I applied a phenomenological research method and identified five themes that emerged 
from the study. The five themes are gender roles, violence, education, resiliency and advocacy. 
The pervasive violence experienced by the five women in this study allowed them to have 
empathy for others experiencing similar circumstances; access to education and encouragement 
from their mothers to succeed opened up new possibilities and broadened their perspectives; 
resiliency was forged through a combination of personal qualities of determination and courage 
and an assortment of cultural and social factors. Each of these themes contributed to advocacy as 
a way for the women to find deep meaning and purpose in their work and community life.  
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Gender Roles 
Guatemalan culture is a mixture of the influence of the Spanish colonization and the 
Indigenous Mayan culture. Prevalent to the culture are distinct roles for men and women. Men 
are considered dominant and superior; women are considered subservient and inferior. Men in 
general lead the church, military, political parties and corporations; women are restricted to 
marginal roles and are expected to be submissive to men.  
Ladina’s Spanish and Mayan ethnic heritage place them at a unique intersection of 
privilege and oppression. Their Spanish heritage privileges them more than indigenous women, 
yet their gender places them in a category of oppression because of the pervasive, systemic 
patriarchy in all sectors of Guatemalan culture (Godoy-Paiz, 2011). The women in the study hold 
themselves in tension as they navigate culturally-imposed expectations based on gender. They 
often feel constrained, yet they remain determined to push against these constraints, especially 
related to their education and working life.  
The most significant finding related to gender roles was the tension related to the 
singleness in each of the women. The women, more from a place of personal desire than 
conformity to cultural expectations, would like to be married. They remain single for a variety of 
reasons and all were quick to recognize and resist marriage as the only way to live whole and 
complete lives. They also recognize the freedom they experienced as professional, educated 
single women; they would likely not have had the same career opportunities if they were married 
and/or mothers. Even as they deeply desire marriage, they share a common commitment to 
remain single if they cannot find a partner who will allow them a dignified, safe and mutually-
enriching marriage relationship. 
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Violence 
All participants experienced invisible violence as they witnessed domestic abuse in their 
communities and learned to live with the threat of violence against them as women in a 
patriarchal culture. Guatemalan culture condones demeaning words and attitudes toward women. 
These messages exert a stream of invisible violence intended to keep women under male 
domination and limit their aspirations. The violence takes many forms and includes verbal 
threats, insults, aggressive bodily gestures and psychological violence, sometimes morphing to 
physical and sexual violence (Muñoz Cabrera, 2010). Some participants also experienced direct 
physical violence from a family member or intimate partner.  
Pervasive to the participants’ culture are messages of violence against the personhood of 
women, leaving an imprint on all of the participants and strongly affecting their decisions and 
opportunities. These invisible and visible experiences of violence impacted each of the 
participants as they developed their sense of identity and agency. Rather than shrink to fit the 
small box imposed by their culture, each woman in this study exceeded expectations and 
overcame these obstacles to achieve their goals.  
Education 
Despite the violence and economic constraints many Ladina face, many have persevered, 
attained higher education and succeeded as leaders (Prensa Libre, 2017). In the research sample 
utilized in this study, education was one of the strongest and most significant factors in helping 
them to overcome oppression in their patriarchal culture and achieve educational success. 
Each study participant holds a university degree and several have earned promotions and 
leadership opportunities based on their scholarship and work ethic. For the women in this study, 
education became a means of hope, opportunity and empowerment. Despite the personal 
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challenges and vicarious experiences of violence and oppression, education gave them access to 
greater possibilities.  
Although education in rural areas is often more accessible for Guatemalan women, 
unique cultural constraints result in an inability to pursue education beyond the primary levels. 
The strong association between poverty and gender inequality in education increases the 
disparity for Guatemalan girls and women, making quality, advanced education a remote 
possibility for those coming from poor households. Resigned acceptance of limited educational 
opportunities is one of the outcomes of the violence embedded in a cultural infrastructure that 
legitimizes oppression and discrimination (Dominguez and Menjivar, 2014; Menjivar, 2008). 
The women in this study rejected these limitations and achieved educational success. 
Resiliency 
The participants in this study faced compounding, interrelated challenges in their homes, 
churches and communities. The primary root of these challenges was their gender, a facet of their 
humanity that was consistently disparaged and demeaned since birth. This, along with violence 
and lower socioeconomic status, created adverse situations and challenges in many areas of their 
lives.   
Still, the women in this study demonstrated a capacity to overcome adversity, despite the 
negative circumstances faced by each individual. Their accomplishments while experiencing 
violence, poverty and struggle are proof of their ability to positively adapt, contribute to society, 
and maintain mental health, despite the challenges they experienced (Herman, 2011). For many 
years prior to this study, the participants demonstrated perseverance and determination to 
overcome obstacles, eventually leading to an influential role in the lives of women facing similar 
situations. Rather than allow negative experiences to set them back for life, the five women drew 
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upon inner resources and community support to overcome gender-based marginalization and 
violence. The combination of innate personality traits and protective environmental influences 
enabled them to lead satisfying and productive lives (Bogar and Hulse-Killacky, 2006). The 
women of this study did not only overcome obstacles for their own benefit, but brought their 
strength and resolve to their communities in the form of advocacy, the activity of which the 
participants are most proud. 
Advocacy 
When asked about sustaining motivation, purpose and meaning, each of the participants 
talked about the deep satisfaction they gain from helping other women who face challenges 
similar to the ones they faced earlier in their lives. Their advocacy contributes to a sense of 
power over their life experiences as they are able to draw from lessons, mistakes and victories to 
bring encouragement to others. 
Although advocacy can address institutional, systemic or legislative injustices, the 
women in this study became involved in localized efforts that focused on marginalized groups in 
their community and region. Throughout the qualitative research process, participants 
consistently spoke of their role as advocates with pride, hopefulness and confidence. This outlet 
continues to give them a sense of purpose and helps them find meaning in their life 
circumstances.  
Theoretical Frameworks  
Not all violence is visible or has obvious consequences on victims. Ladina women often 
experience a less visible and less explicit form of violence, thereby making their experience of 
violence discounted or overlooked (Dominguez and Menjivar, 2014; Menjivar, 2011). Through 
my research, I wanted to identify the complexities involved in the Ladina identity and how they 
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experience hidden inequality and discrimination every day. I used the framework of Violence 
(Dominguez & Menjivar, 2014), which intends to examine the root causes of violence that 
intersect against marginalized women and leads to understanding of how women experience and 
overcome daily violence in their oppressive, patriarchal culture. Particularly, it helped me 
identify and understand the invisible, “ubiquitous part of daily life… the normalized familiarity 
with violence that renders it an invisible force” (Menjivar, 2008, p. 124). I discovered the 
connection between the deeply-rooted historical and cultural factors supporting violence and the 
effect it has on the participating women. 
As seen in Chapter Five, Del Valle’s Categories of Tension (2006), is an important lens 
through which to better understand the change process; a framework of tension allows discovery 
of opposing dynamics in specific, complex contexts. Consequently, I used this framework to 
analyze the lived realities of these Ladina women and how they overcame violence and hardship 
from a feminist standpoint. In other words, applying this lens led me to identify the three 
different tensions outlined by Del Valle, which are: 1) negative tension, which identifies the 
problem; 2) critical tension which facilitates judgment and consideration of problems and areas 
of action; 3) creative tension, which capitalizes on the energy of opposing forces to search for 
“ways out” or “salidas,” (p. 229).  
I incorporated Del Valle’s framework into this study by analyzing tensions within the five 
research participants. My analysis revealed elements in the women’s lives that promoted and 
maintained violence, creating a possibility of remaining in a state of negative tension.  Despite 
the existence of these adversarial elements, the participants each demonstrated resilience as they 
worked through negative experiences and reached a place of critical evaluation of their tension. 
With the support of their community and strength summoned by their Christian faith, the 
LADINA WOMEN MAKE SENSE OF LIVED REALITIES 137 
participants worked through their negative experiences and now lead creative, resilient and 
purposeful lives without falling into a reductionist perspective of faith. 
Limitations 
This study was conducted based on the lived experiences of oppression, service and faith 
of five Ladina women working at a CMO in Guatemala. Although the challenges they lived can 
reflect the realities of many Guatemalan women in general, the findings in this study are 
conducive to this particular group, therefore cannot be generalized to all Ladina Guatemalans.   
Implications for Research 
In conducting a phenomenological study, the researcher must acknowledge her biases and 
philosophical assumptions related to the focus of the study. Related to my reflexivity and this 
study, an unexpected bias emerged during the analysis. As I began interacting with the 
methodology by sorting through the codes, identifying themes, and returning to the audio 
recordings to listen for nuance in the participants’ voices and narrations, I saw an unexpected 
pattern in their responses.  
Consistent through the women’s narratives was the importance of Christian faith, 
something they readily credited with sustaining them through their struggles and offering hope in 
the midst of adversity. As someone who also believes in God, I understood how sacred stories 
can bring encouragement to the suffering, yet I did not anticipate the clear and convincing way 
the women talked about the role of faith in their resiliency. This discovery created a tension with 
who I am as a researcher; I needed to maintain integrity as I represented the data, even as I 
acknowledged my bias. I maintained my commitment to adhere to the data and presented the 
findings with true integrity.   
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This study adds to the limited body of literature about Ladina women. In my initial work, 
I found most of the research was focused on Mayan women and limited literature was available 
regarding Ladina women in Guatemala. In addition, the literature available through search 
engines is mostly written by white academia; the one exception is a leading scholar living in the 
U.S., Cecilia Menjivar, who is cited throughout this paper. Much more research is needed to 
better understand the unique experiences of this marginalized group. While the global issue of 
violence against women is represented in Central American women, Ladinas have unique 
experiences of identity and resulting violence that merits further and more individualized 
investigation.  
Additionally, more exploration is needed to tell and explain Ladinas’ life struggles and 
triumphs. The existing frameworks could be expanded to look at similar scenarios with women 
with different faith backgrounds. A comparative study on these two results is worthy of future 
research to ascertain whether faith is determinant to change and growth. 
Another aspect for further research is an examination of the leadership qualities 
demonstrated within this group of Ladina women. Although some leadership traits emerged in 
the analysis, I left it aside for the purpose of focusing on the lived realities of the Ladina women 
participating in the study. 
Considering the intersectionality embedded in violence against women, a study of 
religion might shed light on the connection between gender-based violence and religious beliefs. 
The question of how traditional interpretations of select biblical passages might be used to 
suppress women’s voices and protect male perpetrators of violence remains unanswered in this 
study. An additional area of intersectionality related to the Ladina identity as a combination of 
Spanish and Mayan ancestry could also be considered in further study. To what degree does the 
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diversity of the Ladina heritage impact their ability to make meaning of their lives? What 
sustains and motivates Ladinas to pursue higher education and/or become leaders in their 
communities? Further research is needed to help answer these questions. 
Research findings will have broad impact on multiple levels. Ladinas’ voices will be 
added to the existing collection of largely western, male voices that tell the story of Central 
American experience and history. This will allow for more authentic understanding and allow for 
a more genuine representation of this part of our global narrative. On a practical level, 
organizations that provide support to Ladinas, such as religious institutions, non-governmental 
organizations and government entities can greatly improve their assistance programs by 
recognizing the implicit and explicit violence Ladinas uniquely experience. Moreover, these 
organizations can better help and improve the quality of life outcomes for Ladinas by 
understanding the resilience and coping mechanisms they have employed to thrive. Finally, there 
is broader significance to be discovered for all women, in fact for all people, by promoting 
research that gives voice to the experiences of violence against Ladinas, and to the strength, 
heart, and endurance with which Ladinas thrive. 
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APPENDIX A (English) 
Recruitment Email (English version) 
Dear (insert name of potential participant), 
Greetings! 
 I am writing you to see if you would be interested in being part of a study about women 
that I am conducting in Guatemala. As you may know, I have finished my doctoral work and I 
am currently working on my dissertation. As part of this study, I am inviting you to participate in 
an interview to women with similar backgrounds as yours. The criteria I need is to be a Ladina, a 
leader, independent, women of faith who work in communities like the one you work. Through 
this study, I hope to explore how women make meaning of their lived realities, who live adverse 
situations, may have experienced gender violence, and work in places where the same faith is or 
can be shared, yet cultural differences keep perpetuating violence in less visible ways. Less 
visible violence that is part of the culture and accepted as normal aspects of the everyday life.  
 
If you agree to participate in this study, I will ask you to do the following: 
● Read carefully and sign the Consent Form 
● participate in a digitally-recorded, 60-90 minute interview 
● also, if needed, do a follow up 30 minute meeting, to talk or ask for clarification on the 
themes that merge during the initial interview 
 
If you agree to do participate in this study, I will contact you via email or by phone to set 
up times and dates that will work for you to do the interview in Guatemala. I am also attaching a 
consent form in case you want more information about the confidentiality of the study. You can 
contact me if you have other questions about the study. 
Thank you for your time. 
Sincerely,  
 
Laura Sánchez González  
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                                                         APPENDIX A (Spanish) 
Recruitment Email (Spanish version) 
Estimadas (Insertar el nombre), 
Le escribo para ver si estaría interesada en ser parte de una entrevista a mujeres que estoy 
llevando a cabo en Guatemala. Como tal vez usted sabrá, he terminado mis estudios de 
doctorado y solo me resta terminar mi tesis doctoral o disertación. Como parte de esta 
investigación quiero hacer varias entrevistas a mujeres con trasfondos y perfiles similares a las 
de usted. A mujeres Ladinas, líderes, independientes, mujeres de fe, que trabajan en comunidades 
similares a las que usted participa. A través de esta investigación quiero explorar que es lo que 
les da sentido a mujeres como usted que trabajan muchas veces en situaciones adversas, en 
medio de violencia de género, en lugares en donde la mujer aún no tiene el acceso igual que el 
hombre por el simple hecho de ser mujer. En lugares que a pesar de tener una misma fe, las 
diferencias culturales siguen dando pie a tipos de violencias que no siempre son cubiertas por los 
medios de comunicación. Situaciones que son adversas a la mujer que culturalmente son 
aceptadas y vistas como parte de la cotidianidad. 
 
Si usted está de acuerdo en participar, le pediré lo siguiente: 
● lea cuidadosamente la Forma de Consentimiento y fírmela 
● participe en una entrevista de 60 a 90 minutos en donde yo haré personalmente en 
Guatemala 
● y tal vez le pida aclarar vía correo electrónico o por vía facetime en una entrevista corta 
de treinta minutos algo de la información de la entrevista que requiera de su aclaración al 
estar yo trabajando y descubriendo posibles temas arrojados de la entrevista 
 
De estar usted de acuerdo en participar en esta investigación, me pondré de acuerdo ya 
sea por correo o telefónicamente para ver qué fechas son más factibles para usted. Además, le 
adjunto una forma de consentimiento que explica con detenimiento las condiciones de estricta 
privacidad de esta investigación. 
Le agradezco de antemano su tiempo prestado a este asunto. 
Respetuosamente,  
Laura Sánchez González 
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APPENDIX B (English) 
 
Consent Form 
        [1291526-1]  
Ladina women make meaning of lived Realities of faith,  
service and oppression 
You are invited to participate in a research study about how Guatemalan Ladina women 
make meaning to their lived realities of faith, service and violence in an evangelical culture. You 
were selected as a possible participant because you are Ladina, you are a woman of a Christian 
faith, and I know of the work you do as a leader and mentor of students and the short-term mission 
teams with your organization. The following information is provided in order to help you make an 
informed decision whether or not you would like to participate. Please read this form and ask any 
questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 
This study is being conducted by Laura Sánchez González, a doctoral candidate at the 
University of St Thomas, under the direction of Dr. Jayne Sommers, from the Department of 
Education, Leadership.  
This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board at the University of St. Thomas.  
Background Information 
The purpose of this study is to explore what motivates emerging professional Christian 
women to work in community development as leaders, and how they bring meaning to their work of 
service, faith and oppression in Guatemalan culture. The role of women in Guatemala is evolving, 
specifically for those who have had access to education. The five women targeted in this research 
have earned a university degree, come from a lower-class working background, are practicing 
Christians and are single. All of them mentor students from the United States who come for a 
semester abroad and work in an appointed community development site sponsored by a Christian 
organization from the United States. 
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This study will utilize phenomenological research methods to gain insight into the lived 
experiences of these Ladina women. Research findings from this study will illuminate some of the 
factors that lead to resilience in people who have experienced significant, sustained oppression.  
 
Procedures 
If you agree to participate in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:   
● Along with four other participants, answer a series of questions in a semi-structured personal 
interview with me, the researcher. The interview will take approximately 60-90 minutes and 
will be held at a location, date and time that you approve of in advance of the interview. Each 
participant will be interviewed separately. 
● Audio of the interview will be recorded and transcribed at a later date.. I will also be taking 
notes during the interview, if necessary. 
● I will keep your name and identity confidential by using pseudonyms for any names you use 
and anything else that might identify you. I will make your identity private prior to allowing 
anyone else access to the interview, including a transcriptionist. I will keep copies of your 
interviews in a secure location and protected with a password known only to me. 
Information collected during the interview will be analyzed, coded and categorized for use 
in my dissertation. 
● Should a follow-up conversation be necessary, I will communicate my request directly to you 
as soon as possible and we will work together to find another time to talk, should you agree 
to meet again. 
 
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study 
The study has risks:  
● A potential risk of participation in this study is the sensitive nature of some of the interview 
questions. There are questions directly related to domestic violence, discrimination and 
culturally-sanctioned oppression. Answering these questions may cause emotional distress. 
Participants can abstain from answering any question that causes them distress.  
● Another potential risk is that community members may witness participants engaging in an 
interview, which may lead to probing questions about what the conversations are about and 
what participants may have revealed in the interviews. Care will be taken to ensure that the 
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interviews are as private as possible and that participants understand the confidentiality of 
their responses. 
There are no direct benefits for participating in this study. 
 
Privacy and Confidentiality 
Your privacy will be protected while you participate in this study. Pseudonyms will be 
assigned and all identifiable information will be altered to protect your identity. 
The records of this study will be kept confidential. No published material related to this study 
will include personal identifying information. Data in all forms – audio recordings, transcripts, and 
memos related to the interview - will be stored in the secure data center of St. Thomas University, 
accessible only through several points of authentication. I will also store copies of data on an external 
hard drive, which will be held in a locked office in my home. I will destroy the audio recordings and 
raw transcripts of your interview by January 2020. The refined data protected by pseudonyms 
(transcripts and notes) will be retained indefinitely for reference for additional articles and academic 
presentations. 
All signed consent forms will be kept for a minimum of three years upon completion of the 
study. Institutional Review Board officials at the University of St. Thomas reserve the right to inspect 
all research records to ensure compliance.  
Though I will do everything I can to protect your confidentiality, State law and ethical 
standards require that I report any disclosure of the following to appropriate local or State 
authorities: 
● Clear and imminent danger or harm to yourself or others,  or  
● Suspected or confirmed abuse or neglect of a child or a vulnerable adult.  
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to 
participate will not affect your current or future relations with Bethel University or the University of 
St. Thomas.  There are no penalties or consequences if you choose not to participate. If you decide to 
participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without penalty or loss of any benefits to which you 
are otherwise entitled. Should you decide to withdraw, data collected about you will be destroyed 
immediately. You can withdraw by communicating your decision with me via email, phone or in 
person. You are also free to skip any questions I may ask. 
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Contacts and Questions 
My name is Laura Sánchez González. You may ask any questions you have now and any time 
during or after the research procedures. If you have questions later, you may contact me at 
(001)651 2786231 or laura-sanchez@bethel.edu or my advisor, Dr. Jayne Sommers, at 651-962-
4405. You may also contact the University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board at 651-962-
6035 or muen0526@stthomas.edu with any questions or concerns. 
 
Statement of Consent 
I have had a conversation with the researcher about this study and have read the above 
information. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I consent to participate in the 
study. I am at least 18 years of age. I give permission to be audio recorded during this study.   
 
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records. 
_______________________________________________________________   ________________ 
Signature of Study Participant          Date 
             _________ ______________________________________________________    
Print Name of Study Participant  
_______________________________________________________________   ________________ 
Signature of Researcher               Date 
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APPENDIX B (Spanish) 
 
Consent Form 
        [1291526-1]  
Ladina women make meaning of lived Realities of faith,  
service and oppression (Spanish) 
Usted ha sido invitada a participar en un estudio acerca de cómo mujeres guatemaltecas 
Ladinas dan sentido o significado a sus realidades vividas de fe, servicio y violencia en una 
cultura evangélica. Ha sido seleccionada como posible participante ya que usted es mujer, 
profesa una fe cristiana evangélica y además por el tipo de trabajo que usted desempeña en su 
organización como líder y como mentora de estudiantes estadounidenses y de grupos de 
misiones cortas que vienen a Guatemala. La siguiente información le ayudará a decidir si 
quiere o no participar en este estudio. Antes de dar su consentimiento para participar en este 
estudio, lea la información y con gusto responderé cualquier duda que usted tenga.  
 
Éste estudio es llevado a cabo por Laura Sánchez González, candidata a doctora de la 
Universidad de St. Thomas, bajo la supervisión de la Doctora Jayne Sommers, del 
Departamento de Educación y Liderazgo. Este estudio ha sido aprobado por el Institutional 
Review Board (Consejo de Revisión Institucional) de la Universidad de St Thomas. 
 
Trasfondo 
El propósito de este estudio es explorar lo que motiva a mujeres cristianas profesionales a 
trabajar en centros comunitarios como líderes, y como le dan sentido a su trabajo de servicio 
y fe que realizan en un  medio de opresión prevalente que se vive dentro de la cultura 
guatemalteca. El papel de la mujer en Guatemala ha cambiado significativamente 
especialmente para aquellas que han tenido acceso a la educación. Las cinco mujeres 
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seleccionadas en este estudio, cuentan con estudios universitarios, provienen de una clase 
trabajadora, practican de la fe cristiana y son solteras. Cada una de estas mujeres son 
mentoras de estudiantes extranjeros, predominantemente de los EEUU, que vienen a estudiar 
un semestre y trabajar en un sitio ministerial patrocinado por una organización cristiana de los 
Estados Unidos. 
Este estudio utilizará la fenomenología como método de investigación con el fin de obtener 
un entendimiento de las vidas y las experiencias de estas mujeres ladinas. Los resultados de 
esta investigación podrán traer mayor luz a algunos de los factores que llevan a personas que 
han experimentado situaciones de opresión sostenida y significativa en sus vida, a ser 
resilientes.  
 
 Procedimiento 
 Si usted está de acuerdo en participar en este estudio, le pediré que haga lo siguiente: 
▪ Al igual que las otras cinco participantes contestar las preguntas semi estructuradas con la 
investigadora. La entrevista durará aproximadamente de 60 a 90 minutos en un lugar y fecha 
determinada aprobado por usted antes de la entrevista. Cada participante será entrevistada por 
separado. 
▪ El audio de la entrevista será grabado y transcrito en otro momento. Además tomaré notas 
cuando sea necesario. 
▪ Mantendré su nombre y su identidad en completa confidencialidad, y esto lo haré al usar 
pseudónimos con su nombre y con cualquier nombre que usted mencione, evento o lugar que 
pueda identificarle a usted. Su identidad será completamente privada aún si fuera el caso que 
usará un transcriptor o antes de que cualquier persona tuviera acceso a esta entrevista. 
Mantendré copias de la entrevista en un lugar seguro protegidas por contraseñas que solo yo 
tendré el acceso. Esta información será analizada, junto con otras entrevistas, codificada y 
categorizada para uso exclusivo en mi disertación. 
▪ Si fuera necesario dar seguimiento a la conversación, me comunicaré directamente para 
concertar un tiempo para hablar, siempre y cuando que esté de acuerdo de hacerlo. 
 
Riesgos y Beneficios de Participar en el Estudio: 
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El estudio tiene algunos riesgos: 
▪ El riesgo es en si la naturaleza misma de las preguntas 
 
  Sin embargo, la posibilidad de riesgo es muy baja ya que estaré cambiando su identidad para 
que no sea reconocida. Usaré seudónimos para mantener su identidad segura como también las 
instituciones a las cuales ustedes hará referencia. Pero por el hecho de que podríamos 
reunirnos en un lugar público, alguien podría identificarle y preguntarle acerca de la entrevista. 
Si este fuese el caso, dependerá de usted si usted quiere o no responderle. Haré todo el 
esfuerzo en proteger su anonimato, aparte del hecho que usted reside en Guatemala. 
 
Segundo, el beneficio directo en participar en este estudio incluye que sus experiencias 
podrían ser usadas para ayudar a otras mujeres que estén sujetas a circunstancias iguales o 
similares a las de usted. Además, siempre existe la posibilidad de ser referenciado en 
publicaciones hechas por otros investigadores que trabajen con este tema.  
Compensación 
 No habrá ninguna compensación a los participantes 
Confidencialidad 
El tipo de datos y registros que tendré incluyen, grabaciones de audio de la entrevista, transcripciones, 
y notas personales en papel o en computadora. Éstos artículos serán digitalizados y protegidos con 
contraseñas que solo yo tendré acceso, además de mis notas que serán guardados en mis en mi archivo 
personal bajo llave en mi casa en donde nadie tendrá acceso. Estos registros serán destruidos al 
terminar este estudio Enero 2020. Los datos protegidos con seudónimos (transcripciones y notas) 
serán retenidos indefinidamente para ser usados como referencia en artículos y presentaciones 
académicas. 
 
  Naturaleza Voluntaria del Estudio 
  La participación en este estudio es completamente voluntaria. Su decisión de no participar,  no afectará 
la relación con Bethel University ni con la Universidad de St Thomas.  si usted decide participar, usted 
también es libre de retirarse en cualquier momento hasta junio 2019. Si usted decida retirarse respetaré 
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su decisión y la información que tengo de usted será destruida inmediatamente. Sepa usted que también 
usted tiene la libertad a no contestar alguna de las preguntas que yo le haga durante la entrevista. 
 
 Preguntas y Contactos  
 Mi nombre es Laura Sánchez González. Usted puede hacerme cualquier pregunta en este momento. Si 
usted tiene alguna otra pregunta más adelante puede contactarme al teléfono 00 1-651-278-6231 o por 
correo electrónico sanc9663@stthomas.edu. Además, usted también puede contactar a mi asesora la 
Doctora Jayne Sommers a los teléfonos 001 (651)962 4405 o al Consejo Institucional de Revisión 
(IRB) de la Universidad de St Thomas al l 001651962 5341 con cualquier pregunta o aclaración que 
usted tenga. 
Se le entregará una copia de esta forma  para su archivo personal. 
 
Forma de consentimiento: 
 
He leído la información antes mencionada. Mis preguntas han sido contestadas a mi  
satisfacción.  Estoy de acuerdo en participar en este estudio. Soy mayor de 18 años. Estoy de 
 acuerdo en participar en el estudio en el cuál el audio será grabado y transcrito por el  
investigador. 
______________________________   ________________ 
Firma del participante                        Fecha 
____________________________________ 
Nombre del participante 
______________________________   ________________ 
Firma del investigador              Fecha 
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APPENDIX C (English) 
 
Interview Protocol English Version 
 
The semi structured interviews comprised of questions in English or Spanish below serve 
only as a guide. 
1. Tell me about you, who ____________ is?  
2. Can you tell me something about your family, where you grew up? 
3. Do you live with your family? 
4. What site do you work in? 
5. How long have you worked there?  
6. What led you to work for this organization? 
7. Do you identify as Ladina? 
8. How would you describe your identity?   Has it always been this way?  
9. How does your culture influence who you are and the role play as a single woman in 
society?   
10. How would you describe your social status? 
11. Does socio economic class limit you? if so, how? 
12. Have you faced any discrimination based on your social class? If yes, please describe 
your experiences. 
13. In my research, I have found the domestic violence in Guatemala is very prevalent. Can 
you tell me about it? Have you personally experienced violence? Can you talk about this? 
14. Have you experienced discrimination or unequal treatment as a result of your identity as a 
woman? If so, please describe your experiences.  
15. What kind of challenges have you faced where you have been resilient? 
16. How long have you been an evangelical Christian? 
17. What role does your faith play in the work you do?  
18. How do you feel working indirectly for a US organization with the previous history of 
Guatemala and the US? 
19. Have you experienced unequal treatment in the church or at work for being a woman? if 
so, please describe your experiences 
20. How do you see and understand your leadership?   
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APPENDIX C (Spanish) 
 
Interview Protocol (Spanish) 
Las preguntas semiestructuradas sirven el propósito como guía únicamente en la 
conversación 
 
1. Háblame un poco de ti, ¿Quién es ______________? 
2. ¿Me puedes decir algo de tu familia?  ¿dónde creciste? 
3. ¿Vives con tu familia? 
4. ¿En qué sitio ministerial trabajas?  
5. ¿Cuánto tiempo llevas trabajando en la organización? 
6. ¿Qué te llevó a trabajar para la organización? / 
7. ¿Te identificas como Ladina?  
8. ¿Puedes explicar tu identidad?  ¿Siempre ha sido así?  
9. ¿Cómo influencia tu cultura quién tú eres como una mujer soltera y tu papel en la 
sociedad??   
10. ¿Cómo describirías tu clase social?  
11. ¿Crees que te limita tu clase socio económica? ¿Explica cómo?   
12. ¿Has experimentado algún tipo de discriminación por tu clase social? ¿Puedes 
explicarme? 
13. He visto a través de mi investigación y en los medios que hay mucha violencia en 
Guatemala. ¿Has experimentado algún tipo de violencia doméstica por ser mujer? 
¿Puedes hablarme acerca de esto?  
14. ¿Has experimentado discriminación o trato desigual por tu identidad como mujer?  
¿Podrías describir tus experiencias? 
15. ¿Qué retos u obstáculos has enfrentado en tu vida que has podido sobreponerte y salir 
adelante?  
16. ¿Cuántos años has sido cristiana evangélica?  
17. ¿Qué papel tiene tu fe en el trabajo que desempeñas? 
18.  ¿Cómo te sientes al trabajar para una organización estadounidense, tomando en cuenta el 
pasado histórico entre los dos países? 
19. ?  
20. ¿Has experimentado un trato diferente dentro de la iglesia o tu trabajo por ser mujer? ¿En 
qué formas? 
21. ¿Cómo ves y entiendes tu liderazgo?  
 
 
